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Abstract

This thesis is an ethnographic analysis examining the views and practices of
Mandarin teachers in one Ottawa-based Chinese Language School. Set within the
context of institutionalized multiculturalism
practitioners,

who

participate

in

in Canada, I argue that these

teaching

Mandarin

in

the

Chinese

diasporic/immigrant community, take on a constant negotiation between the
meanings of the Chinese language and its relationship to Chinese culture. Teaching
in this context becomes a generative venue for constructing teachers' own meanings
about Chinese cultural identity. To explore this, I tease out the forces or conditions,
practices and experiences that are enmeshed in the making and working of such a
speech community, and offer nuanced analyses of personal

narratives on

"Chineseness" among these international and/or heritage language teachers. As their
embodied language knowledge and skills become objectified and transformed into
cultural knowledge on Chinese cultural identity, individual immigrants participate in
and contribute to the formation of plural links among the various discourses on
Chineseness. Mandarin language teachers therefore engage the questions of Chinese
cultural identity through their varied articulations and performances. The notion of
"Chineseness" is, therefore, not a fixed, one-dimensional entity in this Mandarin
speech community context.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
"[T]he setting trope - a narrative convention both shaping and
shaped by experiences of fieldwork - is one of a journey, more or less
linear, where order and meaning gradually emerge from initially
inchoate events and experiences. "
-- Dorinne K. Kondo, Crafting Selves (1996,7)

This research explores the question of constructing cultural identities through the
microcosmic lens of teaching Mandarin as a heritage language at a Chinese language
school in Ottawa, the national Capital of Canada. I argue that teaching Mandarin as a
heritage language is a means for an instructor to engage, define, interpret and perform
various

meanings

multiculturalism.

of

one's

cultural

identity

in

the

context

of

Canadian

To recognize what forms of cultural identity are present, what

constitutes cultural identity, and how it manifests in one's cultural being via everyday
practices mean several things. First, it allows individuals to negotiate and construct
their own cultural heritage and narratives of personal trajectory. Second, it motivates
them to challenge, interpret and reflect on the cultural background that they were born
into and socialized within. Third, it can point to the nature of personhood to a degree
to see how people behave as cultural beings in various social and cross-cultural
encounters and interactions.
I will now present an anecdote about my vested interest in studying the
relationship between one's cultural identity and his or her heritage language. While I
was still stumbling over theories, concepts and words during my first year coursework
of language and culture in cultural anthropology, a more pertinent question deriving
from my everyday life as a new immigrant was finally conceived in my mind. It
happened after my meeting with one teenage boy from a Chinese immigrant family at
a community event in Ottawa a few years ago.

Unlike other teenagers in the
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community who were less likely to take the initiative to chat with adults in Chinese1,
especially in a public place, after a casual greeting of "nihao" (hello) in Chinese, the
boy continued the conversation with me by telling me that he came to Canada with his
family at around six years of age.

As one would normally do to recognize and

encourage this effort made by children, I praised him for speaking good Chinese. We
continued our conversation. He told me he studied Chinese on Saturdays regularly. I
became more interested in talking with him since rarely did I ever see Chinese
children from immigrant families spontaneously giving positive feedback with regard
to learning Chinese as his or her "mother tongue". I use the term "mother tongue"
here since, at that point in time, I took for granted that Chinese was the mother tongue
of the children who were born in Canada or came to Canada at a young age2. At one
point, I detected a flash of enthusiasm on his face and in his voice, as the boy started to
share with me a new word he just learned from his favored Chinese teacher, "banana"
(xiangjiao #^t). To me, this flash showed his genuine interest in "discovering" such
an expression. The term "banana" was not new to me. I learned this word way back
during my earlier days of studying English in China, along with other associated terms
such as "ABC (American-born Chinese"). After coming to Canada, I learned that the
term, "CBC" (an abbreviation for Canadian-born Chinese) was the Canadian version
of "ABC". In general, "banana" refers to any ethnic Asian person who was born or
raised outside Asia, and spent much of their early developmental years in the "West,"

1

2

The reason I say the Chinese children are "less likely to take initiative to chat" might fit into the stereotype of
Chinese children who usually gave the impression of being shy and hold back from expressing themselves in
public. In the situation I described, it is probably due to the fact that the second generation (and/or multigeneration) of Chinese children is overall not fluent and confident in speaking Chinese. I will describe in later
chapters to what kind of environment and expectations these children are exposed in terms of Chinese literacy
development.
Although being trained as a cultural anthropologist, I am consciously aware of the issue of cultural assumptions.
I admit that at the beginning of my research, I still took for granted that Chinese or Mandarin was the mother
tongue of these children. This assumption is very common among first generation Chinese Canadians. My
assumption, together with other first generation Chinese immigrants, was seriously challenged after the
encounters and interactions with young second generation both within and beyond family contexts (the Chinese
language schools).
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including Australia, Britain, Canada, and the USA. I have made a point of mentioning
this particular anecdote because I am trying to explain the inchoate direction of my
thesis project. My thesis project has taken root as a result of the encounter between
the boy and me, and an implicit reason that I was able to relate to him and make
certain connections in some way at the time. Was it because of the flash on his face
and the audible excitement in his voice? Was it triggering my memory of some fun in
learning this slang word out of my tedious days of learning a foreign language, namely
English? For any of the possible reasons recollected, I was able to empathize with the
young boy and his new discovery in the word.
1 have attempted to use the luxury of memory and reflection to tease out how the
"inception" of my research has come about before the emergence of a focus. My
subjective position as a member of the Chinese community living in Canada, as well
as my anthropological training, position me in a familiar yet strange relationship with
other community members, or generally other members of Chinese culture (Agar
1980). My own feelings about Chinese cultural identity could be subtly connected to
the word "banana", but through a different vista from the boy's. Thinking back again,
the flash that lit up his face could signify many interpretations of the term "banana".
Firstly, "banana" in the Chinese language teaching and learning context can bring
some lighthearted laughter to learning.

In another context, "banana" can be a

derogatory label for Asian-Canadian or American (B.A.N.A.N.A. 2010). And yet, it is
widely used as a statement of identity and self-identification among "Bananas",
generally the second and/or multi-generational Canadians whose ancestors were
originally from Asia. It could also imply a feeling of embarrassment for speaking
"not-so-good" Chinese as a Chinese descendant. The word itself tells a story about
contestations over the inscription and re-inscription of an originally derogatory racial
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tag.
Taking a non-essentialist position and employing an interpretative framework, I
began with questions concerning the way people think and perform their Chinese
identities in everyday life. In everyday communication and interaction, the meanings
always rely on the communicative context to be revealed. 1 pose questions such as:
How are the meanings of words in relation to one's ethnic or cultural identity
dependent on communicative events among its interlocutors?

How does Chinese

heritage language or Chinese contribute to the relationship with one's cultural identity,
and the formation of social groups or communities of immigrants?
meaningful boundaries of cultural or ethnic identity?

What are the

What kinds of "sense of

belonging" revolve around speaking one's heritage language?

In my attempt to

respond to these questions, I detail the attitudes claimed by, and practices of a group of
community members, specifically the practitioners of heritage language teaching, and
try to make sense of their everyday negotiation with both self and other members in
one heritage language school.
Canada's 2006 census shows that immigrants from the People's Republic of
China ranked second in terms of population following only the United Kingdom
(Statistics Canada, 2006 Census, Table 1.1).

Table 2.1 provides a quantitative

summary about the immigration of new Chinese-Canadians, in the past ten years or so
(from 1999 to 2008). It shows that the People's Republic of China was the top source
country for permanent residents3 in Canada during this time frame.

A substantial

majority of the ethnically Chinese population living in Canada was born outside the
country. Close to 45% of foreign-born Canadians of Chinese origin were born in the

3

Permanent residents are defined as people who have been granted permanent resident status in Canada.
Permanent residents must live in Canada for at least 730 days (two years) within a five-year period otherwise will
risk losing their status. Though "permanent residents" is a policy term, the group of "permanent residents" tends
to live, work or study in Canada with a comparatively long-term plan. My use of "Chinese Canadian" in this
thesis also refers to those enjoy at least the status of permanent residence.
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People's Republic of China, while approximately 30% were born in Hong Kong and
almost 10% were from Taiwan. The Census also shows the large majority of people in
Canada of Chinese origin say they have no other origin than Chinese. More than 80%
of all those who reported Chinese origin said they came from China, while 14% said
they also had other ethnic origins. In contrast, almost 40% of the overall Canadian
population claims multiple ethnic origins. This implies that "Chinese" tends to be
seen as a highly homogenous category. Meanwhile, "Chinese" languages, including
Mandarin, Cantonese, Min, Hakka (Kejia), and other dialects, also became the third
most spoken language in Canada according to the 2006 Census (Statistics Canada).
According to Isajiw (1996; 1990), for immigrants, ethnic or heritage language learning
(ELL) is among several key symbolic practices in identity retention, and is intertwined
with social, political and economic status, either voluntarily or involuntarily (others
include food consumption, possession of ethnic objects of art etc.). In the spirit of
plurality and multiculturalism in Canada, a contentious issue is how ethnic language
maintenance helps to incubate both pride in one's own cultural heritage and feelings of
inclusiveness in national identity.
Table 1.1:

Immigrant Population by Place of Birth and Period of
Immigration, Statistics Canada, 2006 Census
Total Immigrant
Population*

Period of immigration

Before 1991

1991 to
1995

2001 to 2006

823,925
20,630

1996 to
2000
844,625
18,200

6,186,950
579,620

3,408,415
515,135

466,940

133,910

69,635

108,285

155,105

215,430

107,925

66,570

33,505

7,430

65,205

12,670

17,240

24,575

10,715

Place of birth
Total
United Kingdom (1)**
China, People's
Republic of (2)
Hong Kong, Special
Administrative Region

1,109,980
25,655

(7)
Taiwan (24)

* Immigrants are persons who are, or have ever been, landed immigrants in
Canada. A landed immigrant is a person who has been granted the right to live
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in Canada permanently by immigration authorities. Some immigrants have
resided in Canada for a number of years, while others are more recent arrivals.
Most immigrants are born outside Canada, but a small number were born in
Canada. Includes immigrants who landed in Canada prior to Census Day, May

16, 2006.
** Table 1.1 includes data of United Kingdom, the top country from which
Canadian immigrants come from in order to provide readers of my thesis a
sense of the numerical gap between the top two rankings. The number in
bracket beside the name of country means the ranking of immigrants
population.

Table 1.2:

Permanent Residents by Source Country.

Citizenship and

Immigration Canada, Facts and Figures 2008
Source countries

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

China, People's
Republic of (1)*

29,147 36,750 40,365 33,307 36,252 36,429 42,292 33,079 27,013 29,336

India (2)**

17,457 26,123 27,902 28,838 24,594 25,573 33,146 30,754 26,052 24,549

Taiwan (16)

5,483 3,535 3,114 2,910 2,126 1,992 3,092 2,823 2,780 2,972

Hong Kong (36)

3,672 2,865 1,965 1,541 1,472 1,547 1,783

1,489 1,131 1,324

* The number in bracket refers to the ranking of the permanent residents
population.
** For the same reason data of United Kingdom is included in Table 1.1, India is
enlisted in Table 1.2, which occupies the second ranking in Canadian
permanent residence by source country to provide a sense of the gap between
the top two rankings.

Cultural messages are embedded in the medium of language in context. Specific
words as linguistic signs, like racial/ethnic group names, as well as identity terms such
as "banana", are meaningful units (building blocks) in communication, which bear
bundles of cultural and contextual information.
referents, are context sensitive.

Signified meanings of words, or

Both Urciuoli (1996) and Hill (2008) have paid

critical attention, from an anthropological point of view, to the issue of linguistic
prejudice, and argue that it is the everyday language indexed by its referents to race,
ethnicity, history, and power relations that structures the routine experiences of people.
While Urciuoli emphasizes the semiotic or indexical nature of language in explaining
how Puerto Ricans and their language come to be racialized in the United States, Hill
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uncovers the everyday presence of linguistic ideologies and linguistic appropriations
that shape and reproduce the dominant thinking among majority white Americans
towards people of color. Similar to the example of "banana", if not with the exactly
same connotation, is the colloquial term "foreigner" (laowai

literally meaning

old foreigners) in the everyday Chinese lexicon. When Chinese people say "laowai",
they generally refer to all non-Chinese people, often white, as opposed to the Chinese.
The

term

"Laowai"

implies

distinctions

between

centre/periphery,

inclusiveness/exclusiveness, and us/them. The meaning(s) might be reflected in the
name of "Zhongguo" as the central kingdom. The term "laowai" is objectified with
fixed boundaries, which are usually conflated with both political and geographical
boundaries.

Regardless of the taxonomy conceived in language and words, the

question might be probed as such, is the category of "laowai" insulting, or praising?
How do people, both Chinese and non-Chinese, feel about this way of labeling and
being labeled respectively? To what extent does the calling (the Chinese) reflect one's
cultural identity (as a Chinese)? As people assume an intimate relationship between
one's cultural identity and language, what about the "laowai" who does speak Chinese,
like the famous Canadian in China who was given the nickname Dashan (Big
Mountain), and who is capable of performing a Chinese traditional comedy skit
(xiangsheng) in fluent Mandarin. Do people really refer to him as "laowai"? How
about the Chinese speaking no Mandarin but local dialect(s) only? At the end, it is
what the normal people react to, think upon and behave in certain situations that count.
On the one hand, the words as a form of language do have "core" referents as a
common ground for the sake of communication. On the other hand, the meaning of
words constantly escapes their confines. It is impossible for speakers to get across all
related signified meanings, especially in oral communication, which is transient in
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nature. During my research, I used terms like "China" (zhongguo+IS), "Chinese
people" (zhongguoren^t3 IS A) or "overseas Chinese " (huaren

or haiwai huaren

because other Chinese community members use them.

Although the

referents of these words were not contradictory to me, my usage focused on them as
labels for a Chinese cultural identity. For my informants, the words were not selfevidently equal or even similar. Miscommunication, or tension thus occurs in the use
of these terms.

In my thesis, I will try as much as I can to put the terms in their

contexts of use to represent my informants' cultural perspective.
Trigged by that boy-cracked-up-by-banana, Chinese Language School officially
fell into my research horizon. There are at least six Chinese language schools in the
Ottawa area. "Hai Pi" is one of the two that have been operating for over ten years.
Advertisements promoting Chinese language schools can easily be found by perusing
community newspapers at around the time of the new school year or summer time.
"Hai Pi"'s advertisement, similar to the other Chinese language schools', was
straightforward and functional, covering registration information and types of classes.
"Hai Pi" offered Mandarin classes (zhongwen ke^lfcilc) at both primary and
secondary levels. A variety of extracurricular courses literally translated as Interest
Courses (xingqu keKStilc), were listed, for example Chinese chess, drawing,
calligraphy, crafts and Chinese folk drumming.

A French course was also newly

introduced for community members, according to the advertising. "Hai Pi" operates
under one of the eight French Catholic Boards. Before moving to its current site, it
had operated at another site under one of the English school boards for several years.
With the change of the school board, the school moved to the current site in 2000.
Today, "Hai Pi" offers Mandarin to more than 600 students during the weekends.
Each Chinese language school has its own individual name to distinguish itself
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from others. However, people talk about, "zhongwen xuexiao

a literal

translation of "Chinese Language School" as the primary reference. Children from
immigrant families were more or less "naturalized" or "socialized" to learn Chinese as
their heritage language or family language when they began going to Chinese
Language School.

When parents were asked "Why send your child to a Chinese

Language School?" their answers included statements such as: "... to give my
child(ren) a certain exposure to Chinese language and learning environment", "... my
children listen to the teacher not me ... (in terms of learning Chinese)", "... better to
learn with other children" and "... mostly play, maybe a bit study", or to a even more
general answer like, "... to give them (children) some activities to do on Saturdays".
Learning Chinese is not so much an obligation or a burden, but more of an option for a
child's learning and development in general among today's immigrant families. The
kind of casual attitudes among parents arouses questions with regards to the dialectical
relationship between ethnic identity and language. Does heritage language learning
offer a sense of belonging? What type of speech community is being constructed in
heritage language learning? What are the language practices that converge into a
community in diaspora?
"Heritage Language" denotes cultural re-production serving the purpose of
cultural perpetuity and survival. As the official language of the People's Republic of
China's population of more than 1.3 billion, Mandarin is by no means in danger of
becoming a dead language like Latin. No one in the community thinks Chinese is by
any means an easy language to learn. Parents have lowered expectations of their
children's learning outcomes as far as listening and speaking are concerned, not to
mention reading and writing.

I often heard some "pro-Chinese-maintenance or

learning" parents proudly recognize their children's learning progress or achievement
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by claiming "... he (or she) has been speaking more Chinese at home recently" or"...
he (or she) had a longer conversation in Chinese over the phone with my parents."
However, during informal chats with more parents, parents shared many stories of
their children's reluctance or even resistance to the Chinese language school, although
in a teasing way.
"My daughter is very 'cool' at the Chinese Language School. Every
time the teacher asks her about something, she stares at the teacher,
speaking no word in Chinese. You know my daughter right? She is not
like that at all at day school. She gets 'Excellent" in all subjects in the
day school. She is willing to speak Chinese, but..
m-im,

mmm

msmo
oj

"

(Mom, Informal Interview)

"My son hates to come to the Chinese language school. I have to
promise him a reward like ice cream in advance. I saw my friend's car
at the front door, he had to drag his son out of his car. Compared to his
English (daytime) school, Chinese school is so much less fun. For
example, there was a Walking Hair Day in his day school. He got
excited two week before the event day, nagging me about "how shall I
do this? How shall I do that?"

p,

*

(Dad, Informal Interview)
These stories tell me about these parents' somewhat contradictory feelings about
their children's Chinese language learning. It seems to me that the parents have tried
to be more understanding of their children's position in terms of their integration into
the host country. "They don't think they are Chinese, they think they are Canadian,
'I'm Canadian', they (the children) told us as straightforward as it is", the teachers and
parents told me. "(Other) people will still see you as Chinese", teachers and parents
try to "convince" the children. By insisting on a Chinese identity in the children, the
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teachers and parents seem to be in a defensive position towards the division of senses
of belongings within the family or community. Meanwhile, teachers and parents learn
to justify this "inconvenient truth" by acknowledging their children as a different kind
of Chinese, an issue many first generation Chinese immigrants might not ponder over,
as nationalism is a predominant ideology in their home country. After moving to
Canada, adult immigrants start to learn that there is a gap between their children, who
are born in Canada or came to Canada at an early age, and themselves with regard to
speaking a "mother tongue".

One's sense of Chineseness, as represented by

Mandarin, faces overwhelming challenges in the context of teaching and learning
Chinese. It is more than a question of whether to learn or not to learn the language. It
is more about to what extent parents' attachments, emotions, memories and
experiences of speaking Chinese are relevant to the children, as there are various
versions of embodied Chineseness even in an intimate family or homogenous
community context.

What sense of Chineseness, authentic or inauthentic, real or

perceived, is one able to create, derive, intuit, assume, accept, take on and experience
for him- or her-self?

How is one person more capable of accessing the Chinese

linguistic and cultural resources more freely than others do? I will discuss in more
detail the strategies that the teachers create, derive, negotiate and construct in order to
articulate a meaningful yet fragmented individual version of Chineseness.
The conclusion parents drew from their children's lack of motivation in learning
Chinese was that "they are Canadian".

This speaks to a stark juxtaposition of

identities, between "me" and "them", "Chinese" and "Canadian", commonly found in
a diasporic context. In the context of multiculturalism, speaking no (or bad) Chinese
for these "little Canadians" has become justified and more acceptable.

Immigrant

parents are inclined to take a fairly utilitarian view towards the language.
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Nevertheless, the over-generalization that "they are just different" might mirror
immigrants' everyday disadvantages associated with minoritized social, cultural and
linguistic differences in a wider context of immigrant life, especially among firstgeneration immigrants.
Learning Chinese in an everyday family context is definitely a more intimate
way to study Chinese.

Family is considered a more important avenue in shaping

children's perceptions and attitudes towards their heritage language than the school is.
Thus, what explanations did immigrant community members offer for arranging
language schooling for their children? As I will describe in more details in my thesis,
one of the reasons is that the school framed learning in a unique context, tied to the
organization and structure of the school (Chapter 4). An alternative explanation also
exists in the practices of how agentive community members participate and practice in
these learning activities. Those key words in parents' answers such as "exposure",
"learning environment", "learning with others", and "doing activities" led me to
further exploration in the context as well as the content at the locality.
A few chats with any community member led me to see little difference among
these schools. There is a difference between schools teaching Mandarin and those
teaching Cantonese. Other than that, all the Chinese schools seem to be more similar
than different. When probed, the parents pointed out the important role of teachers.
The key factor in differentiating between a school that children like to go to and one
that children are reluctant to attend is the teachers.

Parents do acknowledge the

teachers' role in contributing to their children learning better Chinese, as teachers are
assumed to be professionals with more expertise in teaching than parents.

For

example, the best teachers are, according to my informants, those who "arouse
children's interests in learning or understand and respond to their learning aptitude"
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for the language and culture. I started to narrow down my focus on teachers after the
initial conversation with parents. My thesis will have a focused discussion on how
these teachers take on their teaching identity in addition to that of parent or community
member. In the context of the Chinese language school, they, whether consciously or
unconsciously, act as role models to the novice members of the speech community. I
will also discuss how their teaching identities are restrained in the institutional
discourse (Chapter 4 and 5).
The issue of meaning in language is also related to "communicative
competency," as argued by Hymes (1972:277-278; 1974:75). It shifts the perspective
on language from codes and systems of communication to a set of beliefs and
behaviors about language and the shared linguistic and cultural knowledge of how to
use them (see more discussion in Chapter 2). I include a discussion of varied referents
of "Chineseness" that emerged from my interaction with my informants (Chapter 3). I
should clarify that I use the term "Chineseness" not in an essentialist way but as an
aggregated referent or framework to explore the multi-level meanings of being a
Chinese, as words offer starting points to understand and experience the external
social-cultural environment.

Here is one more example from my own Canadian

experience. After coming to Canada as a landed immigrant in 2003, new terms such
as "visible minority4" and "multiculturalism" became more and more integrated into
my daily vocabulary. The abstract terms of "Chinese" and "visible minority" seem to
represent two poles of Chinese in the diasporic community. The longer I study, live
and work in Canada, the more my experiences or practice of being a "Chinese" in
Canada sheds new light on these words. The reciprocal relationship between language
and practices pushes the envelope of my new understanding of the formerly too4

The Employment Equity Act defines visible minorities as 'persons, other than Aboriginal peoples, who are nonCaucasian in race or non-white in color.'
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familiar term "Chinese". In Chapter 3, 4 and 5,1 discuss and argue that the meaning
of "Chineseness" is constituted in the practices of "doing" language, specifically in the
form of teaching Chinese as heritage language.
These contexts I describe above ultimately led me to my full-fledged thesis
project. To re-iterate, the purpose of my research in the first place is to investigate
how the practice of teaching Mandarin (heritage language) becomes a form for
formulating and negotiating a Chinese cultural identity for Chinese immigrants in
diaspora. The Chinese community in diaspora is further contextualized in Canada's
multiculturalism. Having been trained in cultural anthropology, I have enjoyed great
opportunities as well as challenges in making sense of what is said and what is done
by cultural and social actors, in order to meaningfully connect the dots.
1 started off my intellectual exploration by teasing out a set of theoretical or
conceptual domains from the above overarching question. Three theoretical themes
inform a conceptual ecology of my research: language, cultural identity and
Chineseness. My theoretical position is articulated in Chapter One, in which 1 spell
out how 1 became aware of these interrelated theoretical or conceptual domains before
entering the field. I revisit and rethink a few guiding concepts under the three themes
that include: 1) "Ethnography of speaking or communication" which is theorized by
linguistic anthropologists such as Dell Hymes (1974; Bauman and Sherzer, 1975), 2)
the notion of "cultural identity" as proposed by cultural theorists including Stuart Hall
(1990; 1996) and Ien Ang (1993; 1998; 2001).

In my analysis, I will adopt the

"Ethnography of Speaking" theoretical standpoint in linguistic anthropology by
focusing on the context instead of text or content of language, which is viewed as a
lived and practiced entity, as well as Stuart Hall's positing of identity as a process of
becoming, or of points of identification. Hall theorizes cultural identity and diasporic
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identity as "a 'productionwhich is never complete, always in process, and always
constituted, not outside but within representation"(1990, 222).

Leveraging the

scholarship of these theorists led to more focused research questions including: What
constitutes Chinese

cultural

identity

in

the

practices

of

heritage

language

teaching/learning? How is the notion of "Chineseness" perceived and experienced by
the practitioners of heritage language teaching?

What and how do subjective

experiences weigh on the negotiation and articulation of Chinese cultural identity?
How will the mundane practices of teaching Chinese among Chinese subjects at one
micro-level place and/or space (of dwelling) reflect the scenes of migration,
immigration, and travel at a macro-level? I ask these questions to problematize the
assumptions of cultural identity in diaspora rather than taking a fixed view of, or
reductively oscillating between, the "route" and "rootedness" to borrow Clifford's
words (1997:245-177).

Meanwhile, I have found that a literature review in

ethnographic research does not serve to establish a theoretical framework merely for
the researcher's further validation in the field. It serves rather as a bridge that informs
my research practices at the later stages of fieldwork and ethnographic analysis.
The explorative nature of my research questions compels me to choose
ethnography as the prime methodology for my research. As I became more curious
about alternative explanations of Chinese cultural identity in the heritage language
teaching/learning, and the practices of identification via heritage language, the method
of ethnography through participant observation became more of a fit in my research
scenario. Ethnography's advantage is in offering researchers the opportunity to take
on both "-emic" and "-etic" positions or perspectives (Erickson and Murphy 2003:115;
Bernard 2002:429-430), and to compare different conceptualizations, explanations and
interpretations of cultural practices and their meanings, shared or not, by both the
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researchers and the informants.

Moreover, the ethnographic researcher acts as an

intervention in the social research process, an issue that cannot be eluded or ignored
otherwise by a close examination and reflection on the research process. What is the
role of ethnographic research in knowledge creation and sharing? I grappled with this
methodological issue by contextualizing the process of translating and communicating
my research agenda on Chineseness to my informants in the fieldwork. I discuss these
challenges in Chapter Three. 1 ruminated on and analyzed the research process by
exposing a multi-level effect of translation and interpretation among all research
subjects on each stage of the research. The analysis was furthered by leveraging
Brigg's argument of the interview as "a communicative event" (1986). I argue that
cultural understanding can be seen through a similar process of translation.
Translating the notion of Chineseness is not only a methodological issue, but also
something that is deeply embedded in the ethnographic research itself that
encapsulates the intricacy of multivocalities of symbolic words.

Through the

perspective of a microcosmic lens, the notion of Chineseness is not an objectified
social, cultural or intellectual concept but rather an inter-subjective construct
depending on the various contexts in which the ethnographer uses the concept (see
Chapter 3: On Methodology, From Seminar Room to Fieldwork).
I conducted my participant observation in one of what is generally known as
"Chinese Language Schools" in Ottawa during the period from September 2008 to
May 2009.

My fieldwork consisted of the conventional participant observation

conducted by many generations of anthropologists since Malinowski's time, which
includes interacting with people in the school, building rapport through interactions,
observing activities, participating in school events, and taking notes on what was
happening in the field. Of significant weight in participant observation was my taking
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the role of weekly "Supply Instructor" for two school terms. By doing all of these
activities, I ventured into new levels of understanding of what constitutes ethnic
identity through language-mediated activities, specifically teaching from an insider's
perspective (practitioners of heritage language teaching). Employing an ethnographic
approach enables me to tease out both the sensual and contextual forces that are
intertwined with the construction of diasporic identity and the performance of
Chineseness in a dynamic sense. These experiences add up to a significant portion of
my ethnographic data for further analyses (see Chapter 4: A Chinese Language School
under the Program of International Languages, and Chapter 5: Articulating and
Performing Chineseness in teaching).

What also defines my ethnography includes

quotes, anecdotes, and stories of encounters.
In this thesis, I argue that to practice teaching Mandarin as a heritage language
involves articulating and performing Chinese cultural identity among Chinese in
diaspora. The construction of cultural identity in diaspora through language-mediated
practices is an on-going communicative process that has its manifestation in the
agency of the individual. The Mandarin language teachers engage questions about
their Chinese cultural identities through their varied articulations and performances.
As the notion of Chinese cultural identity becomes problematic for the teachers to be
understood as a unity, the notion of "Chineseness" is, therefore, not a fixed entity in a
single dimension of the Mandarin speech community context.
Employing such a microcosmic lens enables me to highlight the voices of key
informants I become involved with in the research and heritage language program.
Those key informants who were "being there" with me in the fieldwork are indeed my
epistemic partners in research rather than simply interviewees or respondents (Marcus
2007).

The ethnographic journey allowed "us" to "discover" many moments of
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"intimacies" in the construction and negotiation of being a Chinese. Micro-conditions
are revealed including the trans-lingual (English, French, Mandarin and various
dialects of Chinese) and the practices of personal narration in identity formation and/or
re-presentation(s). At the same time, this thesis project reflects the tendency to which
the informants as cultural subjects also engaged in cultural identification, and the
degree of personal reflection in social encounters.

The research manifests a

contingency between subjective and objective knowledge created both by the
researcher and his or her research participants, or collaborators. Various levels of
interpretation and understanding have taken place during this "rite of passage" of my
anthropological learning. This research also has gone through its stages of evolution,
transformation as well as stagnation. In the final chapter (Chapter 6), I discuss the
contribution of my research, and point to directions for further research.

18

Chapter 2 In Theory
"Thinking about language from the perspective of the individual
requires a pragmatics that deals centrally with newness and
idiosyncracy rather than a pragmatics in which conventionality is the
focus."
-- Barbara Johnstone, The Linguistic Individual (1996,19)

An interdisciplinary interest in the boundaries of cultural identity among Chinese
immigrants
Aiming to respond to the broader issue of the everyday negotiation and
performance of identity via language that constitutes the immigrant's place in his or
her community, this literature review addresses three theoretical streams thematically
related to the broader research objective: first, language and culture, second,
community in diaspora and multiculturalism, and third, ethnic and cultural identity.
These three theoretical themes served to orient my research landscape on the topic
before my entry into the field.

Taking a root in my disciplinary training in cultural

anthropology and the acknowledgement of the nature of ethnographic research with
aims to re-visit certain categories and concepts in relation to language, identity and
Chineseness, 1 argue that this literature review is not intended to set up a theoretical
structure for validation in the fieldwork.

The question of "what things could be

otherwise" has always been at the forefront in scrutinizing new horizons of research
and asking fresh questions.
In other words, my literature review serves as a bridge leading to the following
research practices rather than a theoretical establishment to be stuck with. This chapter
is intended to carve out an openness that welcomes fieldwork experiences. The
theoretical assumptions of the theories reviewed are particularly attended to, as the
notion of adequacy, a sense of completeness and incompleteness in theory building, is
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imperative for an ethnographic work.

Moreover, the depth of cultural knowledge

demands to be grasped explicitly and contextualized as I espouse an interpretative
framework of "thick description" (Geertz 1973:1-30) for my research.

In his

renowned analysis of the Balinese cockfight, Geertz theorizes "thick description" with
an example of a "wink of the eyes".

He argues that a phenomenological

understanding of culture is required to interpret contextually embedded gestures such
as a wink - its meaning is not obvious to the outside observer, but its full of meaning is
to the culturally situated observer.

Last but not the least, while the post-modern

critique of cultural-as-text approach (Clifford and Marcus 1986) problematizes the
literary qualities in social and cultural science as well as the power relation between
the researcher and the researched, critics admit the interpretations and representation
of meanings are highly contestable.

Language and Culture
Historically, queries into the relationship between language and culture have
been situated within multiple disciplines including linguistics, social linguistics,
cognitive psychology, anthropology and linguistic anthropology. Although both social
linguists and linguistic anthropologists are grounded in understanding language and
speech in socio-cultural contexts, linguistic anthropologists have distinguished
themselves from

linguists

by

focusing their

interests on

those "mundane"

communicative interactions among real people in the space of everyday life - the use
of the language, as compared to linguists' focus on speakers' thoughts, judgments and
behaviors of the grammatical ity of language and linguistic forms (Duranti 2003;
Keating 2000; Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz 2008).
"Speech community" is an enduring concept in the study of sociolinguistics or
the anthropology of language. Morgan (1999; 2006) featured a focused discussion on
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the evolution of the concept. Morgan traces speech community back to Bloomfield's
formulation of "a group of people who use the same set of speech signals" (1933:29).
On the one hand, Bloomfield's use of the concept focused exclusively on language as
a linguistic code rather than the role of language in social interaction. On the other
hand, this conception of how speech community related to language also had a
comparatively rigid sense of boundary, indexing a static physical location for the
group of people. Early conceptions assumed a shared single language within a single
community at certain geographical location, for example talking about the Chinese
nation as a speech community. As a consequence, the concept manifested itself to a
larger extent in such nationalist language ideology as "one nation one people one
language" (Anderson 1983; Simpson 2007).

DeFrancis (1950) and Chen (2007)

explored the discourses, institution and policy practices of the "naturalization" of a
unified, standard, and modernized language in China as part of the young nation's
building process since the May Fourth Movement in 1919 (see more discussion of
May Fourth Movement and language reforms in Chapter 3). This rigidity is greatly
due, however, to the confinements of theoretical development of the time. The role of
language in post-colonial nation building parallels this ideological paradox in other
contexts (Heller 2007:1-22).
The evolution of the notion of speech community has historically paralleled the
most enduring theoretical framework in linguistic anthropology, which is linguistic
relativity, also known as the "Sapir-Whorf hypothesis". The hypothesis of linguistic
relativity proposes that the particular language we speak influences the way we think
about reality (Sapir 1964; Lucy 1997). Whorf attempted to show that the language of
the Hopi (a group of indigenous Native American people) shaped their experiential
perception of the external world, since in Hopi language there are no distinctive forms
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and words like English in describing time and space. The foundation of linguistic
relativity later came under ferocious theoretical attack from the model of "deep
structure" (Chomsky 1975), which is based on a comparatively rigid and mathematical
approach to analyzing native speakers' capacity to produce language that is free from
context. Speech community later gained an opportunity to restore its utility by shifting
its analytical canon from linguistic form or code to a wider theoretical frame of
reference known as the "ethnography of communication" (Hymes 1974; Morgan
2004). Ethnography of communication places primacy on means over ends, context
over content, competency over capacity, and communicative interaction over
individual speech. Departing from Saussurean linguistics, Hymes recognizes that the
language is organized as part of "communicative conduct" of communities (1974:9).
According to Hymes, language is not linguistic codes simply responsive to social
activities/events in Saussurean linguistic system (Saussure 1966); it is embedded in the
social activities/events and constitutes the social activities/events. This means that
there is much more to communication than words and signs. As Hymes wrote:
"...(O)ne can not take linguistic form, a given code or even
speech itself, as a limiting frame of reference. One must take as
context a community, or network of persons, investigating its
communicative activities as a whole, so that any use of channel
and code takes its place as part of the resources upon which the
member draw." (1974:4)
What can be derived from this theoretical orientation is a broadening of the
understanding of the nature of language not only as a symbolic entity open for layers
of interpretation, but also as an indexical system dependent on communicative
interaction (Hanks 1999). It places the members of a speech community in the centre
of the communication. Speech community can be understood as an inclusion of social
and cultural representations in values, attitudes, ideologies and practices with regard to
language. Thus, the Chinese nation, or Chinese netizens, or Chinese female workers
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working an assembly line can all be understood as members of a speech community.
The scholarship of "the ethnography of speaking" or "the ethnography of
communication" makes a specific contribution to capturing the nature of language
essentially as a communicative phenomenon.
therefore

proposed

including

the

Methodological approaches were

analysis of "communicative

events",

and

"communicative competency". A number of orientations towards language have been
changed. Communication can now be understood in terms of intention, context, form,
gist, tone, and the relation of power among interlocutors as a whole. For example,
"communicative competency" emphasizes the ability to participate in social and
cultural life not only as a speaker, but also as a communicating member, for both the
novice and experienced.

Different "communicative events" require different

performances on the part of its interlocutors. For Hymes,
"In short, primacy of speech to code, function to structure,
context to message, the appropriate to the arbitrary or simply
possible; but interrelations always essential, so that one can't
only generalize the particularities, but also particularize the
generalities." (1974:9)
The

paradigmatic

change accompanying the "communicative event or

competency" turn has been to call attention to the dynamism and interaction among
participants in communication in creating a, homogenous or not, community and
identity. Studies have shown how people navigate, negotiate and present to others
different categories (race, ethnicity, and gender) in a variety of ways in social
interaction and communication (Urciuoli 1996; Hall and Bucholtz 1995). My project
will contribute to the scholarship with a fine-grained interpretation of the constitution
of Chinese cultural identity reflected in practices of heritage language teaching.
Morgan's definition of speech community, which refers to "speakers who
participate in interactions based on social and norms and values that are regulated,
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represented, and recreated through discursive practices" (1999), is promising in
exploring communicative participants' agentive role. Morgan's conception assumes
members' participation in communicative interactions.

The concept of speech

community can be viewed as a strategy to analyze how people "who operate within
shared belief and value systems regarding their own culture, society, and history as
well as their communication with others" construct their communities or world they
live in everyday through language (Morgan 2004). It can be a solution to the problem
of analyzing groups of speakers that escapes the highly politicized questions of what
constitutes language, or a dialect, or a sub-dialect. Building on this conception, I
investigate the dynamism in describing identities-at-work in a speech community with
its relation to members' agency.

Two factors will be examined, one pointing to

language ideologies and hegemony that normalize and neutralize various discourses in
the field, and the other pointing to a highly situational and contextual negotiation of
meaning based on interlocutors' trajectories, perception, experiences and ongoing
shifting of frames of reference in communication. This research focuses on how the
teachers utilize both their transnational and local knowledge resources to define,
create, negotiate and practice a space of meanings situated in one language school, and
how their practice of teaching informs or transforms their construction of ethnic
identity.

In the end, my research recognizes the language school as a speech

community through its members' own terms and discursive practices.

Chinese Communities in Diaspora and Multiculturalism
Diaspora is a term originally associated with Jews in exile and now applied
broadly to groups of migrants (or immigrants) living outside of their homeland (Cohen
1997; Safran 1991 and 2005). The term describes a state of dispersion, covering a
multitude of ethnic, religious groups or different categories of people, which
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presupposes a collectivity among diasporic members as opposed to differences among
them.

The concept of diaspora has generated a discursive meaning of a

(dis)connection of diasporic communities' relationship either to the host land or the
homeland, with a contextual reference to subjective imagination either in the
formation of the nation-state (Anderson 1991), or in the transcendence in transnational
spaces (Appadurai 1996:1-6). This predicament has applied to Chinese in diaspora
over the centuries. Zhou (2005), Pan (1990) and Wang (1992)'s historical accounts
accomplish a more complete sketch of the dispersion of Chinese immigrants shaped by
a wide range of structural factors including geo-political, economic, and social factors
across geographical borders; while Li (1988 and 1999) and Wickberg et al. (1982)
have researched the Chinese in Canada with a focus on both the structural factors and
the formation of social organization and communities in Canada.
My review of current literature on Chinese in diaspora in Canada is broadly
divided into two categories along the axes of time and state policy. By placing the
primacy of the structural factors with a reference to immigration policies, I will adopt
a common periodization of an early era of "overt racism" era followed by the rise of
multiculturalism and an era of "covert racism" respectively. The two eras entail both
similar yet different articulations of racism, ethnicity, and cultural identity towards the
Chinese immigrant group. If the earlier era of "overt racism" towards Chinese was
characterized by openly race-based prejudice in society, the more recent era is
described by scholars as one enshrining the principle of equality in law but yet still
haunted by persisting race-based disadvantages (Li 2002). It is an era underlined by
the rise of multiculturalism and its impact on the present situation of immigrants and
the formation of diasporic communities in host countries, although such a schematic
periodization is crude and glosses over the complexities of social and cultural realities.
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I will specifically frame a context after 1967, which is the year Canada started
employing a universal point system in immigration law that eradicated the restriction
of immigration based on racial background (Li 2002).
Discourses of diaspora reveal a predicament of the teleological dichotomy of
rootedness/rootedness-less, there/here, and centre/periphery, where "rootedness",
"there" and "centre" have always held more weight over "rootless", "here" and
"periphery". Tu's influential proposition of "Cultural China" as the periphery or decentered centre (1991:1-32) is disguised in the logic of centered-ness, projecting the
image of a single Chinese diaspora. For Chinese in diasporic communities, during the
decades prior to 1967, members of the Chinese community in diaspora tended to show
a loyalty or adherence to the centre, the homeland through their various ties or links
with China, either via complex communities including clan, kinship or trading
networks, or by homogenous Confucian cultural values or characteristics (Li 1998,
Wickberg et al. 1998). After 1967, a gap between the centre and periphery became
prominent in the emerging context of transnational ism.

In public discourse, the

political and social environment of multiculturalism has promoted the maintenance of
cultural heritage, at both the individual and ethnic group levels, and cultural
representation for recognition. In non-public sphere, for example the family domain, a
"cultural difference" between the first generation and second generation of Chinese
migrants is noted which coincides with the era of multiculturalism (Isajiw, 1999:171197). A choice between sojourning/return, and settling/dwelling creates a constant
tension in the individuals' psyche of diaspora in particular that of the first generation
of Chinese immigrants who have experienced a prosperous China especially since
1992, the year in which Deng Xiaoping conducted his "Southern Tour" to pave the
way for economic reform in China. The tension in this new situation (a more and
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more politically influential and economically prosperous China) is present in
understanding the mindsets of the teacher and parents I encountered at the Chinese
language school. To analyze the coherence/gap between discourse and practice, I will
invoke Hall's proposition on the relationship between the two.

As Hall states:

"Discourse is about the production of knowledge through language. But it is itself
produced by a practice: 'discursive practice' - the practice of producing meaning.
Since all social practices entail meaning, all practices have a discursive aspect. So
discourse enters the influences of all social practices" (1996:201-202).
As

multicultural

policy

became

more

prevalent,

analyses of Chinese

communities in diaspora have ventured into mapping different spatial-social
communities in the host society or host country other than the former enclaves of
"Chinatowns".

Due to the changes in the composition of Canada's immigrant

population, Chinese communities take on new characteristics. For example, they are
spreading into suburban middle-class neighborhoods. Chinese communities in
diaspora are also being transformed into more open communities where there is an
array of new community organizations, most of which take the forms of ethnic
language schools, ethnic religious institutions, ethnic media, and cultural agencies.
This new cluster of communities can be described using the term "cultural
community", a term proposed by Ling based on her studies in St. Louis (2004). Ling
observed that new diasporic communities were starting to emerge and disperse to
suburban areas beyond the boundaries of old Chinatown.

They can be seen as a

cluster of many types of social institution or community organizations including
Chinese language schools, which therefore foster a cultural and emotional space out of
practices within these social boundaries (170-182). Ling is concerned with the impact
of the geography on the shape of the Chinese community, and suggests that a cultural
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community marked by social and emotional boundaries instead of physical boundaries
might involve diasporic Chinese's ascription to their ethnic membership and identity.
The implication that cultural community tends to take root resonates with Tu's
proposition of "Cultural China" that is previously discussed.
There is a third, more fluid approach to studying cultures and communities of
Chinese diaspora by focusing on experiences of displacement across transnational
borders and identity politics in host countries (Louie 2000; Ang 2001; Ong 1999).
These analyses focus on the positions of subjects taken in the continuous flux of
migration in an information age along various points of time and space (Clifford
1997).

Louie's research draws on a cultural event called "In Search of Roots"

organized by both Chinese and overseas institutions oriented towards overseas
Chinese youth.

Louie exposes an Americanized, or Chinese American or Asian

American, way to seek membership in a re-territorialized nation and/or transnational
community. Ang interrogates the ambiguity of being a so-called "Chinese" as both an
academic intellectual and peranakan Chinese5 in Indonesia who have few ties with
their ancestral land and usually speak no Chinese language (2001). Ong's (1999)
study focuses on individual practices or strategies in specific regulatory, power and
cultural-economic contexts.
While agreeing with Ling that the "Cultural Community" is defined more by
social boundaries and less so by physical boundaries, the third, more fluid approach is
central to my research.

I offer a more anthropologically informed perspective as

substantiation of Ling's definition of cultural community, which indicates that a sense

5

The term of "peranakan'" Chinese generally applies to the ethnic Chinese population in the British
Settlement Strait of Malaya, and the Dutch controlled islands of Java and the other locations in the
area. They are descendants of Chinese who immigrated to this area as early as the late 15 th and 16 th
centuries. Since they were born and bred in South- East Asia, they has partially or fully adapted and
integrated into "native" customs and lifestyle. Totok, on the other hand, refers to those who arrived
from China much later and generally had a closer tie with the ancestral homeland.
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of community can be filtered through a newly woven culturescape.

By using the

ethnographic data gleaned from my fieldwork, I describe an interactive and
constructive process of articulating cultural identity, metaphorically expressed in
sensory notions of "root", "emotional complex", "nostalgia", and "taste". Ultimately,
I intend to reveal the dynamics of multiple senses of belonging in the context of a
Chinese language school as one spatial-social locality.
As discussed in the earlier section, multiculturalism is both a social context and
supplies the analytical axes for

my thesis project.

The examination of

multiculturalism provides a significant political and social context to probe the
question of the modern-day migrant identity, framed by Gilroy (1990) as "where are
they from?" Multiculturalism sets the context for the issue of settling and dwelling in
the post-1967 world of globalization and transnational migration.

In the liberal

nations of North America and Australasia, multiculturalism can be seen as a discursive
attempt to create a larger sense of community as a nation-state by allying with
communities of different ethnic and religious backgrounds, specifically the ethnicminority groups.

Multiculturalism's narrative, supported by its institutionalized

policies, can be seen as the most plausible case among various hegemonic possibilities
in contemporary immigrant society. Nowadays in Canada, the collective identities of
certain

ethnic

groups

are

largely

shaped

through

the

grand

narrative

of

"multiculturalism" that fosters diversified expression of ethnic cultural heritage.
Gramsci's notion of hegemony sheds light on the understanding of multiculturalism as
the "mastering of history" by "using people's will and agency" to "organize consent"
in shaping a power structure (Smith 2004). Critics (Goldberg 1994:1-41) point out
that there is also a role for intellectuals in fabricating hegemony.

Aided by the

intellectuals, chains of interconnected yet selective meanings from various hegemonic
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possibilities are established to "organize consent", and "consent is used to facilitate the
securing of a political project aiming for "securing the future" (Smith 2004). Scholars
also criticize institutionalized multiculturalism for its depoliticized process of
assimilation, either by highlighting only various cultural expressions with claims and
performances of "authenticity" underlined by identity politics, or suppressing the
racial past in a time of the formation of nation-building (Ang 2001). By referring to
the differences among various social, cultural or ethnic groups, policy-makers
schematize those differences with a Euro-centric logic of essentializing cultural
differences and, as a consequence, "any sense of hybridity or heterogeneity is lost"
(Lentin 2005).

Even within the post-modern articulation of an anti-essentialist

paradigm, scholarship on diasporic communities has nevertheless been constrained by
pre-cultured "-nesses", for example American-ness, Chineseness, over subjects'
conditions. There is a need to push the level of community further to the individual
level to examine the concept of identity and the process of identification.
It is observed that ethnic language has been predominantly used as the home
language among the first generation of Chinese immigrants (Li 1998:107-117).
Linked to the thematic domain of multiculturalism and bilingual or multilingual
language policies, ethnic or heritage language programs grow right out of the
multicultural ethos and the policy environment. Next to English and French, ethnic or
heritage languages become visible or audible through a process of institutionalization,
and a process of Canadianization emerges, producing Canadian identity, although the
teaching and learning of ethnic languages are not a new phenomenon among diasporic
communities. Ethnic or heritage language programs at a community level have been
in play for over forty years among the descendents of diasporic or immigrant families
before entering the school system (Cummin and Danesi 1990; Duff 2008).

30

Current literature on ethnic language teaching and learning in a multicultural
society is largely preoccupied with pedagogical and linguistic issues, employing
various analytical lenses from language as economic and cultural capital to education
equality for minority children (Cummin & Danesi 1990:53-79). The climate at the
macro-level contributes to much rationalization about drivers and motivations of
learning a language other than English or French. Parents adopt practices of sending
their children to language schools to be better exposed to, or acquainted with the
language and culture. Literature concerning Chinese language-learning can be broadly
divided into two types of research: 1) learner-focused research, and 2) teacher-focused
research, the former being more prevalent than the latter. Examples of learner-focused
studies range from exploring the attitudes towards heritage language among parents
and children to the role of heritage language teaching and learning in bilingual and
multilingual education systems (Anderson 2008; He 2001; Curdt-Christiansen 2008).
Teacher-focused

research examines teaching and professional identity among

language teachers, which is, more often than not largely limited to linguistic and
pedagogical concerns (Beynon et al 2003; Feuerverger 1997). Research has yet to
provide a comprehensive answer to the question of the relationship between ethnic
identity and teaching identity.

Studies on heritage or ethnic language teachers in

diasporic communities have yet to provide extensive analysis on them as agentive
members in the context of the Chinese in diaspora. My thesis project aims to fill in
this gap to understand ethnicity and identity negotiation in this regard.

Ethnic and Cultural Identity
In terms of the social or cultural changes that are going on at a macro level, how
is cultural identity among the Chinese in diaspora affected on an individual level?
Due to the global structures of political and economic capital, trajectories of migration
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tend to follow routes from Asian societies, which are often perceived to be more
collectivism to western societies like North American, which are perceived to be more
individualistic.

Contributing to the perception of collectivity, the displacement

associated with migration and the comparative absence of social connectivity in a
culturally specific way is heightened. Chinese might be still viewed as those who bind
themselves together in the community and lack a sense of belonging to the host
country. Furthermore, with increasing transnational migration and information flows,
the issue of identity is intertwined with choices of lifestyle and the politics of those
choices (Giddens 1991). Immigration exemplifies one of the choices of lifestyle and
strategies of living a better life. What are the subsequent and emerging constructions
of Chinese cultural identity on the residuals from one's cultural heritage? Through
what avenues are cultural identities expressed and negotiated in an everyday context of
teaching Chinese as heritage language?

What practices or actions are taken to

negotiate the cultural identity or sense of belonging not only with other members in
the community but also with self? The impetus for this avenue of research is to reveal
the tension underlying microcosmic conditions, and to determine to what extent it can
shape the microcosm of the construction of ethnic or cultural identity.
The term "identity" enjoys great popularity in both academic and everyday
discourse. There are many critical discussions about whether identity is an adequate
concept to deal with social and cultural analysis (Handler 1994; Bauman 1996; Hall
1990 and 1996; Brubaker and Cooper 2000). No matter what positions are taken by
scholars regarding identity of a semantic significance either with psychoanalytical
concerns or that of identity politics, a general consensus has been reached that the
concept of identity bears a multivalent burden. Does Chinese cultural identity become
more pronounced after the point of difference within the settings of family and
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community first? What is the relationship between personal identity and collective
identity that crosses over each domain at certain points of time and space?
Stuart Hall's theorization of cultural identity against the discourses of origin,
history and culture sheds some light in this regard. According to Stuart Hall, cultural
identity, in particular that in a diasporic setting, is "a matter of 'becoming' as well as
'being" (Hall 1990:225).

Cultural identities, he continues: "like everything is

historical, they undergo constant transformation. ...identities are the names we give to
the different ways we position by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the
past.

... Cultural identities are the points of identification, the unstable points of

identification or suture, which are made, within the discourses of history and culture.
Not an essence but a positioning. Hence, the politics of identity is ever present, as is
the politics of position, which has no absolute guarantee in an unproblematic,
transcendental 'flow of origin'." (1990:225-226, emphasis added)
Identity is a product of social or political action in a context of modern nationbuilding. Cultural identity should not be treated as "an accomplished fact..." and is
often understood and experienced "as a discovery and rediscovery of the 'past' or
'hidden history"' (Hall 1990:222-224).

The notions of "imaginary recovery",

"imaginative rediscovery", and "imaginary reunification" impose "an imaginary
coherence on the experience of dispersal and fragmentation" (1990:224). Claiming
"identities" through claims of rediscovering the 'hidden history', usually from
'profound research' by intellectuals, is one of the core strategies and positions in
various social movements. It is a coherence that overshadows or even ignores the
differences in narrating a "common" past. Hall argues that in speaking of identities
one is most likely forced to render his or her answer to the question of "where are you
coming from?" as well as to hold on to the very answer thereafter.

In that case,
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identities are merely names or labels given to "the different ways we are positioned
by, and position us within the narratives of the past." (1990:225). Therefore, cultural
identities can be understood as representations of on-going personal histories.
Hall proposes a more 'unsettling" view to see identities by no means as "origins"
or "essence". The supposedly truer versions of identities are appropriated as a process
of "positioning" and "continuous 'play' of history, culture and power" despite of the
"dominant regimes of representation". They should be understood not only as "many
points of similarities," but also as "deep and significant differences" alongside
"continuity" (224-226).

Hall continues to untangle the complexity of identity by

asking the question of "Who needs identity?" over "What is identity?" This leads to an
exploration of the discursive practices among the subjects.

According to Hall,

identification should take priority over identity, as the former is understood as "a
process of articulation...like all signifying practices" (Hall 1996:3). Hall writes:
"...a strategic and positional one...., identities are about
questions of using the resources of history, language and culture
in process of becoming rather than being: not 'who we are' or
'where we came from', so much as what we might become, how
we have been represented and how that bears on how we might
represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within,
not outside representation. [We] need to understand them as
produced in specific historical and institutional sites within
specific discursive formations and practices, by specific
enunciative strategies. Moreover, [identities] emerge within the
play of specific modalities of power, and thus are more the
product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they
are the sign of an identical, naturally-constituted unity ..."
(1996:3-4)
In a nutshell, Hall emphasizes the dynamism in the subjective experience and
production of identity with orientations of being here, now, and towards the future.
He proclaims the power at local space to shape the formation and differences in and of
identity.
Critics have pointed out that although Hall's conceptualization within the
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paradigm of cultural studies' on identity is liberating, it remains at a theoretical and
abstract level.

The promise of hybrid theory lacks the support of empirical data

gleaned from everyday practices (Harris 2009). There is a call for a more nuanced and
especially a more ethnographically informed examination (Harris 2009), particularly
under the conditions of the process of (re)construction, imitation or appropriation of
identity in a microscopic dimension of power. Hall's theory does, however, create
incentive for empirical research to explore new threads of identity negotiation.
Exploring identity-in-practice beyond "textual or discursive identity" serves the
purpose of meaning-making quite well among agentive subjects.
Ien Ang's "On not speaking Chinese" (1993; 1998) sheds light on the
negotiation of cultural identity, which is contingent on the trajectories of individual
migrants.

A departure from the hegemonic proposition in the "De-centred center"

discourse among scholars in diaspora (Tu 1991), Ang's work is an interrogation of the
seemingly ontological stability of Chineseness and either radicalized or politicized
certainty of Chinese identity. Ang's intellectual reflection on Chineseness as "an
open signifier which acquires its peculiar form and content in dialectical junction with
the diverse local conditions in which ethnic Chinese people, ..., construct new, hybrid
identities and communities. " points to a re-examination of the dynamism of identity
negotiation (1993:13).

Ang (1993) calls for an "in-between-ness" of creatively

autonomous, social and intellectual space for diasporic identity.

Her advocacy of

autonomously "living between Asia and the West" brings up a set of problems
between ethnicity and language.
Following Ang's intellectual scrutiny on the nuances in meanings of being
Chinese, I continue to ask the questions: Is the "in-between-ness" necessarily limited
only to those in the academic circle? What about the average person in a diasporic
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situation?

Do normal Chinese in diaspora or immigrants ever doubt the so-called

notion of Chineseness, especially in their discursive practices of speaking Chinese? If
so, what are the conditions and how are normal groups of Chinese people in diaspora
living in such a space of "in-betweeness"? How do Chinese immigrants negotiate and
construct such a living space through speaking Chinese?
The question of subjective experiences of identity negotiation and articulation at
the intersection of language and culture creates new intellectual spaces.

Critical

analyses of the negotiation and articulation of identity in the hegemony of
assimilationist states (Hall 1996; Clifford 1988:250) serve to guide me through a
continuous quest in the shaping of cultural identity through language.

Will the

mundane practices among subjects at dwelling places and spaces reflect migration,
travel, encounters and interactions across such geographical places, and/or imaginary
space as nation-states? The question problematizes the assumptions of either "route
over rootedness, or "rooted-ness over route" with increasing urgency. The weight of
authenticity exclusively attached to one place/space and/or one language over
inauthenticy and hybridity, or vice versa, is called to be challenged (Clifford 1988;
1994).

Summary
The literature review has focused on three themes: 1) speech community, 2)
Chinese community in diaspora and 3) multiculturalism and cultural identity.

It

expands to a more succinct question of being the same or different from a core set of
referential meanings, or not, of Chineseness in communicative interaction. Whether it
is an analytical strategy or conceptual unit of study in studying language in culture and
society, speech community overlaps with some physical and geographic location and
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can be "a symbolic entity that both creates and indexes its existence as a hidden
product of society and the institutional structure."(Morgan 2004). As the social and
cultural life of humans is characterized by the continuous and fluid interaction and
communication among subjects, constant communication adds to the complexity of
answering the questions of self and culture, and the significance of historically and
socially developed systems of meanings of human activities (Lucy 1996:39).
Ideologies of language and cultural knowledge also complicate language use as
speakers bring their understanding of language to bear on regimenting their practice
(Gal 1989; Lucy 1996; Silverstein 1979).
Thanks to the huge

population of Chinese speakers, Chinese speech

communities in diaspora encounter few of the challenges faced by, for example,
aboriginal communities' in salvaging language in the form of heritage language
programs. Nevertheless, a gap still exists as far as to what degree the communicative
or contextual reference on language and culture is shared and relied on; how does the
notion of Chineseness serve as a common ground in marking their ethnic or diasporic
identity from a everyday perspective?

In an era of a growing population of

transnational migrants, is there a prolific formation going on of social and cultural
communities in diaspora against an imagined community of "home"? My nuanced
examination of how a group of community members represent and mark their Chinese
identity to a group of heritage language learners who have limited experience of
cultural and language knowledge shed some light on this question.
In summary, I will concentrate on specific beliefs, practices, activities, and
social interactions among the members in the community that are organized and
informed by community and Chinese Language Programs.

I aim to tease out the

forces or conditions, practices and experiences that are enmeshed in the making and
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working of such a speech community. Ultimately, I intend to shed some light on how
community is constructed as unique and different in fulfilling the needs and purpose in
and through language teaching in representing one's ethnic and cultural identity. The
research centers on otherwise taken-for-granted issues as Chinese language,
Chineseness, Chinese identity, and Chinese culture in diaspora, all of which intertwine
with dimensions of time and place. Ethnographic research methodology is designed to
answer the research questions as adequately as possible considering limited time and
resources.
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Chapter 3: On Methodology: from Seminar Room to Fieldwork
Translatahiltl\ is tin essential quality of certain works, which is not to
sav that it is essential that titer he translated: it means rather that a
specific significance inherent in the original manifests itself in its
translatahi/ilv. "

-- W alter Benjamin. The Task

of the Translator (

l%8.7l )

Ethnography is a salient methodology for advancing the analyses of the dynamic
relationship between language and cultural practice on the part of participants. As
discussed in earlier chapters, there are at least two advantages of an ethnographic
methodology. First, it generates finite social and cultural situations that are rich in
cultural practices. Second, it involves both the ethnographer and person-in-the-culture
in various communicative situations to predict and judge what is appropriate or
inappropriate, adequate or inadequate in cultural expression and/or behavior. This
allows the researcher to take on both "-emic" and "-etic" positions, or perspectives
(Erickson & Murphy 2008:138; Russell 2002:429-430) to compare different
conceptualizations, explanations and interpretations of cultural practices and their
meanings, shared or not, by both the researchers and the informants. Anthropological
careers are intimately connected to the fate of the putative "experimental moments"
(Darnell 2001:296-301; Marcus and Fischer 1986:ix), and "every individual project of
ethnographic research and writing is potentially experimental" (Marcus and Fischer
1986:116). While enjoying this openness in the nature of ethnographic research, the
ethnographer suffers great ambiguity and uncertainty in his or her own rite of passage.

My fieldwork was carried out at a heritage language school located in east
Ottawa, Ontario, in an institutional environment (termed as a "site" in policy
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discourse). I will call it "Hai Pi6" throughout the whole writing. The school was
established in 1997, a time when the city of Ottawa was experiencing its second
strongest growth of population since 1960. Between 1996 and 2001, Ottawa-Gatineau
attracted almost 25,000 immigrants from around the world, among which the largest
number (almost 7,000) came from China, Hong Kong and Taiwan. Immigrants who
settle in Ottawa-Gatineau have a particular demographic profile. They are inclined to
be attracted to Ottawa by high-paying professional jobs or post-secondary studies.
Chinese immigrants in Ottawa are more educated, earn higher wages, and have higher
levels of employment than those who settle in other cities in Canada. Although
Ottawa's Chinese community is the smallest of Canada's five largest city centers7, it
was Canada's fastest growing Chinese community during the 1990s. According to the
2006 census, a total of 36,605 people in the Ottawa-Gatineau area claimed Chinese
ethnic origin8. I will have a more adequate description and discussion of the school in
Chapter Four, which is notably embedded in a complex relationship with the larger
political, social and policy contexts of the communities.

Now I will turn to a

discussion on one significant issue I grappled with during the development of my
project - the translation or interpretation of Chinese-ness. A spectrum of meanings of
"Chineseness" was explored by translating the English term to a set of Chinese terms,
ranging from "root (gen tH)" to "taste/flavor (weidao i^cii)".

I will discuss the

connotations of these translations, and the subtle influences of their use in my
conversation with my informants later.

Generally speaking, I use the term of

6

All the names used have been changed to protect the identities of the schools and participants. I have
also used "Pinyin" as the romanized Chinese throughout the text. Simplified Chinese characters (as
opposed to complicated Chinese characters commonly used in Hong Kong, and Taiwan) are also used
in this thesis.

7

The other four cities are Toronto, Vancouver, Montreal and Calgary.

g

Source: Statistic Canada, 2006 Census Population. Last modified 2009-8-14. Total number of visible
minorities was counted as 794,170 in Ontario and 1,216,525 across Canada according to 2006 census.
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"Chineseness" in this thesis not as an essentialist notion of cultural identity or
belonging; instead, I speak or write the term to explore, question, negotiate, and
challenge the meanings of it, while acknowledging the nature of words as symbolic
entities with multi-faceted meanings. Before spelling out on that issue, I will discuss
right away the key research methodology, primarily including participant observation
and key-informant interviews, as communicative events that involve translation (in a
metaphorical sense and as a practice) and interpretation embedded in a referential web
of political, social, cultural and time-spatial meanings.

My playing a role as a

Mandarin teacher during the fieldwork also exemplifies the nature as such.

Key-informant interview as a communicative event
My use of participant observation as the principle methodology is embedded
within other such methodological practices as developing interviewing protocols,
jotting down fieldwork

notes, socializing with other members in the school, and

conducting interviews.

My own practice of teaching has been an avenue for the

collection of ethnographic data. In this section, I will offer a focused discussion of
key-informant interviews in the context of ethnographic fieldwork, to tease out how
the use of interviewing complicates the task of translation as discussed previously.
Interviewing is a common means of "acquiring" data in various research
activities. Charles L. Briggs, in "Learning How to Ask" (1986), engaged in a critical
examination on the nature of the interviewing technique. Briggs' work led to an indepth understanding of how the interview acts as a "communicative event", and how
the significance of "the role of context" while interviewing in ethnographic research is
especially "revealing" to the communicative underpinning of ethnographic interviews
(8).

Procedural

problems therefore exist, which

Briggs refers to as the

"communicative blunders" that impede or even jeopardize the interview process (40-
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60). According to Briggs, each interview is "an unique social interaction that involves
"thorny issues" to deal with with respect to the reliability and validity of ethnographic
and qualitative research (Briggs 1986, 23-24).

Briggs argues that context is "a

phenomenological construct that is created jointly by the participants". As Briggs
wrote, contexts are not "situational givens", but "continuously renegotiated in the
course of the interaction" (25). This notion of "context" and the interpretation of the
context by interlocutors calls into question:
"... the naive concept of the interview as the medium through which the
respondents' attitudes and beliefs are conveyed to the reader. The
interview rather stands as a co-participant in the construction of a
discourse. This view also challenges received procedures for the
interpretation of interview data." (25)
I will present an abundance of such contexts out of my encounters and
interactions in the field in the following chapters. For now, I mention briefly how my
research role paralleled my role as a language teacher. I had taught as a supply teacher
for more than ten weeks, teaching classes that ranged from kindergarten, and grades 7
and 8 to a Special Class (a mix of both adults and children at different ages). At the
time 1 said yes to Principal Ping when she asked me if I was willing to teach, she also
told me "you are the performer in the classroom". In retrospect, I did not understand
well the meaning of "performer". After spending hours on the lesson plan, facilitating
discussion in the classroom, conversing with students, and observing and reflecting on
the classroom experience, I came to be more conscious about my research as well as
my own version of appropriation. My teaching experiences have become a significant
contextual factor in all my key informant interviews.
My key informants' interviews with teachers were preceded by informal chats
with parents and children in the school. After that, I basically left it to my informants
to choose a place for a more focused conversation. Almost all interviews turned out to
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be either at my informants' home, or in public places such as Tim Hortons coffee and
doughnut stores. Most of my informants were female, over forty years old, and 1
found some of them who did not have daytime jobs were more easily accessible than
others.

I also had interviewed some of my informants more than once.

These

informants had opportunities to know more about me, including for example my
family, my immigration experiences, and asked me more questions with regard to my
research than those I interviewed once. Those informants I "hung out" with more than
once often shared with me an "aha" expression. They came to think of and understood
better my research by engaging in understanding my research and questions, which
more likely rendered them particularly sensitive to the representation of Chineseness
around them. When I presented my "curiosities" by closing my eyes, sniffing into the
air, and ask: "what does the Chineseness taste or smell like?" my informants seemed
to respond more readily with their stories of dining at Chinese restaurants, or emotions
while reciting Chinese ancient poems. Besides the research data gathered from the
interview, it is the actors, or interlocutors involved in the interviews, who observe the
"context" of an interview, its process, and who synthesize clusters of communicative
information including age, role, gender, status identity, gleaned from their own
referential framework of meanings, and "translate" to each other.

Taking the

interview as a communicative event into consideration, the task of translation becomes
a multifaceted social practice. Translation is not limited to translating between literal
meanings but meanings in their social and cultural referential frameworks. Translation
is not a trope but the whole practice of social interaction in the interview event
(Illustration 1).
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Illustration 1: Layers of translation

Languagj^Cl and L2, verbaManguage
^-3nd non-verbal language)^

Situations & contexts
(including age, gender,
status. identity, and role)
status,

I have discussed how the methodology of the interview underlies the production
of research data. In the following section, I will substantiate it with more ethnographic
interviewing experience. I try to reveal how I approached the concept of Chineseness
at different methodological stages, and contextualize how my understanding,
translation and interpretation of Chineseness frame my fieldwork experiences, and
analytical sophistication. 1 want to reveal how the concept of Chineseness is coconstructed by both me as the researcher and the informants, which manifests at
different layers of translation. The theoretical position of co-construction will recur in
the process of ethnographic data analysis (Chapter 4 and 5). The ethnographer's or
fieldworker's communicative

practices with

informants are

intertwined

with

fieldworkers' at-the-moment pre-assumption and understanding of the observed, as
well as the situational judgment on both the referential and indexical significance of
communication. This is acknowledged in the notion of co-temporality that constitutes
the "objects" in anthropology (Fabian 1983 and 2007). An awareness of "coevalness" and "joint performance" among subjects has to be recognized and articulated in
the (re)production of ethnographic knowledge. The fieldworker who plays a keen yet
privileged role in the mode of interaction with the informants during participant
observation and interviews constitutes the productivity of the research.

The
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ethnographic encounter should be construed as the product of multi-layered meanings
of words in communicative practices.

"Translating" and/or interpreting Chineseness, from seminar room to fieldwork
As both an academic researcher studying the relationship between speech
community and Chineseness, and a cultural insider born and raised in the same
language community (Mandarin) where I was conducting the participant observations
and interviews, I started with the essential but challenging task of translating between
specific sets of terms and references. These challenges of choosing the right words
and sentences to accurately express my research purpose and questions kicked in from
the outset of my research. The ethnographic encounter with my informants makes
translating between words and terms a constant practice, not only metaphorically, but
also pragmatically. Stumbling through this task of translation, I found myself, from
time to time, challenged in thoughts as well as speech to articulate my thoughts
through two languages, specifically English and Mandarin, simultaneously and
interchangeably. Translation of the term "Chineseness", not as a linguistic code but as
a words-in-use, is a practice constantly caught in suspension during the whole process
of my research. In this chapter, I will present how the issue of translation emerged
prominently in each stage of my ethnographic research, followed by a discussion on
the (un)translatability of the notion of Chineseness in interviews as "a communicative
event" (Briggs 1986). Stemming from Brigg's thesis, I will therefore contextualize the
process of my fieldwork interviews by presenting various communicative meanings of
"Chineseness", among other meanings to my informants.

What is an appropriate

definition of Chineseness, and how can being Chinese be depicted? How can it be
exemplified and then described for someone like my informants who may not
understand my research agenda as I do? How can it be explained and translated back
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for my academic peers, many of whom neither speak the language nor understand the
culture as cultural insiders do?

The generation of a set of terms describing

Chineseness turned out to be the initial impetus for the research. At the end of this
chapter, I attempt to argue that studying and communicating the notion of Chineseness
to my informants is not only a methodological issue, but also something that is deeply
embedded in the ethnographic research itself, encapsulating the intricacy and
multivocality of symbolic words.
As discussed in earlier chapters, the notion of Chineseness is of central interest
to me in this thesis project. Like any other social and cultural categorization, it is full
of ambiguity.

The question of what constitutes Chineseness is what my research

endeavors to answer. As my research took off, the translation and interpretation of
Chineseness became an issue immediately.

The labour of articulating and

communicating the notion of Chineseness is woven into every stage of the research,
from research planning, preparing ethical clearance, developing an interview protocol,
and being active in the field,

not to mention each single instance of analyzing

ethnographic data and doing the write-up (Figure 3.1). From a methodological point
of view, the researcher in ethnographic research himself or herself becomes a research
"instrument" that is committed to the labour of translation among many social, cultural
or cross-cultural contexts.

In many ways, this largely depends on with whom the

researcher attempts to communicate.

The labor of translation also involves the

researcher's embodied knowledge out of his or her personal life experience,
understanding and individual notion of being Chinese together with other facets of
cultural identity. Translation, according to Benjamin (1968), was constituted by its
"translatability" in languages (70). A translation is closely connected to the original
but has its own "manifestations of life" (71), which are "in the expression of its nature,
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in the representation of its significance" (72).

Figure: 3.1: The translation of Chineseness underlines the whole process of this
ethnographic research.
Planning the research
(Literature review, proposal, ethical clearance)
O
Entering the field
O
Participant observation, formal and informal chatting and interviews
O
Transcribing interviews and fieldwork notes
O
Analyzing ethnographic data
O
Writing ethnography
O
Future research pursuits

As a "Chinese" immigrant myself, I have developed many cultural assumptions
about what it is to be a Chinese through both the language and practices. In hindsight,
I assumed that being polite and humble is part of what it meant to be Chinese,
particularly in the context of Chinese teacher-student relationship since teachers are
historically and culturally viewed as figures of considerable esteem in Chinese society
(also respecting the teacher as the one with authority). One Chinese maxim speaks to
the prestige teachers enjoy: one should respect one's teacher as if he were one's father,
even if the teacher-student relationship lasts for only one day.

There is another

analogous saying: it takes ten years to grow trees, while it takes a hundred years to
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cultivate people9.1 called every teacher in the school using the address form "Teacher
X (surname)" to show my respect (other teachers also called me "Teacher Shen"). I
also addressed parents in the school by "Y (name of the children) mama or baba"
(mom or dad of Y). My referring to teachers and parents by using one's title, position,
or children's name is common among Chinese people in social situations, as compared
to using one's first name directly, saying John, Samuel, or Grace, among Englishspeaking countries.

On the contrary, young children (the so-called the second-

generation of immigrants) are encouraged to use the first-name

form of address

frequently, if not more so than using a culturally specific address by using kin terms,
like elder or younger brothers, elder or younger sisters. Nevertheless, the Chinese way
of address put me in a pliable, humble, and less powerful position in the culturally
hierarchical teacher-student relationship (it also helped to balance another hierarchical
relationship, that of the researcher-informant), although this is often a figment of the
anthropologist's imagination). While speaking to my teacher informants, I also was
inclined to use "nin" (a pronoun that refers to "you", written as"f&" that is often used
to refer to senior people in age, or social status) instead of "ni" (a pronoun that also
refers to "you", usually addressed to people who are in the same age or social bracket,
and those who are junior in age)10.
The communicative notion of Chineseness carries an academic cultural baggage
for me. Theoretical concepts are discussed, critiqued and stretched by the pointers of
the structural vs. the representational, historical convergence and divergence,
nationalism and trans-nationalism, migration and transmigration, race, ethnicity, and

9

During the period of Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the occupation of teachers was viciously
condemned. They were categorized as part of a bigger group known as "the intellectuals (zhizhi
fenzi)" under "Stinky No. Nine (chou laojiu)".
The written form of "nin" is U M" while "ni" is
The bottom component of the word "nin",
which is the Chinese character of "heart" (xin) in writing symbolizes the etiquette in its reference.

48

identity. While it is the academic training that equipped me to formulate my questions
in various ways in the field, my experiences from the field drove me to more academic
literature for analyzing and interpreting the phenomena out of the field.

On the one

hand, the translation of Chineseness took on new meanings of significance, as either
"roots (gen)" or "flavor (weidao)" emerging from the fieldwork (see more discussion
in Chapter Three). On the other hand, the process of translation and interpretation of
Chineseness also demands theorizing and synthesizing complex meanings, which
relies on the categorization of my primary group of audiences, my academic cohorts,
my professors and classmates in the seminar room, and the future audience of my
research, myself included.
Another labour of translation involves the ethnographers' ability to deal with the
idea of a "street-smart translation" in the field, where the academic knowledge of
Chineseness sometimes faded into the background. What is required in "a street-smart
translation" is the communicative competence and skills for interacting socially in the
studied community. The key task was to communicate the notion of Chineseness into
a fairly colloquial language during my interactions with informants. This is also an
issue of the operationalization of research. How can I make the notion of Chineseness
more or less communicative in the field? Since I, as the ethnographer, come from the
same cultural community, I had to take extra precautions to be aware of, and try to
eliminate, cultural assumptions as much as I could, and reflect on these assumptions.
The ethnographer's task is to make "the familiar strange" and/or vice versa, in this
case, significantly by translating the notion of "Chineseness" through various frames
of reference.
The notion of Chineseness is understood not merely as an objectified concept
but rather an inter-subjective construction depending on various social contexts in
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which both the ethnographer and informants both use the concept.

Small-c

"chineseness" is a construct negotiated between interlocutors, as compared to "Big-C
Chineseness" that usually refers to a homogeneous, unified and fixed entity.

The

whole research process requires that the researcher be constantly thinking, practicing,
and reflecting on the issue of translation in a wider sense. Before describing my work
involving the task of translation with regard to the notion of Chineseness, 1 will turn to
Brigg's examination of the nature of interviews - particularly ethnographic interviews.

The linguistic and conceptual shades of Chineseness as an issue of translation and
interpretation
Morphological rules dictate that the suffix of "-ness" forms a noun from an
adjective denoting a state or condition.

Before probing into the meaning of

Chineseness, the notion of "Chinese" has to be revisited and examined, in a pragmatic
sense.

From the Oxford Dictionary of English (2005), the entry of "Chinese" is

defined by a linguistic consensus as something with a strong relation to its language
and/or people, who are natives, citizens or persons of Chinese descent.

Chinese, noun (plural, same)
1. [Mass noun] the language of China.

2. A native or national of China, or a person of Chinese descent.

Chinese, a member of the Sino-Tibetan language family, is the world's
most commonly spoken first language, with an estimated 1.2 billion
native speakers worldwide. The script is logographic, using
characters which originated as stylizedpictographs but now also
represent abstract concepts and the sounds of syllables. Though
complex, it permits written communication between speakers of the
many dialects, most of which are mutually incomprehensible in
speech. For transliteration into the Roman alphabet, the Pinyin
system is now usually used.
adjective
1.

Relating to China or its language, culture, or people
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2.

Belonging to the people forming the dominant ethnic group of
China and also widely dispersed elsewhere. Also called Han.

The lexical definition certainly manifests the intricate relationship between the
meaning of "Chinese" and its language, referring to both its both spoken and written
form. The English lexicon offers a means to define social reality, but there is always a
more complex social reality of any certain speech community at a certain point of time
and space.

The dictionary explanation also excludes the individual's existential

position; for example in my case, being a new immigrant as well as an academic
conducting research on this topic.

The notion of Chineseness is ambiguous and

problematic (Ang, 2001; Tu, 1991; Chow 1998; Chun 1996). I discussed some of the
key events that construct the notion of Chineseness in the context of nation and nation
building, nationalism, and the modernization of China in a previous chapter (Chapter
2). As discussed before, what is at stake is to tackle the challenge of translating the
academic term of "Chineseness (zhongguoxing41 SI'Hfe) into a communicative term of
being a Chinese.

To certain extent, 1 have shared with my informants the lexical content of the
word. It indexes a system of semiotics for a deep understanding of the nuances of
language in a communicative context.

At a pragmatic level, I had to pay extra

attention to those terms of Chineseness that are able to bring extra social and cultural
relevance to my informants. Literature of Chinese history reveals how the notion of
Chinese is never homogeneous or pure under such a term as "Chinese" (Schurmann
and Schell 1967; Roberts 2006; Brown 1996). With incessant interactions, sometimes
violent ones, between China and its geographical neighbors, and with the waxing and
waning of the ruling authorities throughout Chinese history, there is no clear
distinction between what is traditional China or pure Chinese culture, and what is not,
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that can be exclusively separate from the exogenous Western or other. It becomes
further complicated since the collapse of the Qing Dynasty, the last ruling dynasty of
China during the nineteenth and early twentieth century, was followed by the
formation of Modern China as a nation (Elvin 1991; Wang 1991). The May Fourth
Movement in 1919 is generally accepted as the starting point of the Chinese
modernization movement. It started with a series of student demonstrations, strikes
and events against the Chinese government's policy towards the unequal treaties
including the Treaty of Versailles (signed on June 28, 1919), and later amounted to a
wider social and intellectual revolution. It is marked as the beginning of the vast
modernization of China, imbued with thoughts of the transformation of traditional
Chinese civilization by importing western scientific knowledge, and ideas of
individual human rights, national independency, and democracy (Chou, 1960). During
this period, Chinese intellectuals attempted to establish a regime of total nationalism in
contemporary Chinese history, which was based on the notion of Chinese nationalities
(zhonghua minzu^^KK) for the first time".

A Nationalist's narration of all

descendants of legendary Emperors Yan and Huang of antiquity, with black hair and
yellow skin as part of the visible physiological characteristics, precipitates the
(mis)perception of an uninterrupted racial and cultural "essence" of every Chinese
along public history. The modern concept of "Chinese" took shape with its meanings
embedded in its political and historical contexts at the time the concept of Chinese
were used to glue together "a dish of sands" (a quote from Sun Zhongshan also
known as San Yat-sen) when encountering the colonial and imperial invasion in the
early twentieth century.

'1 This was dated back to 1912, the establishment of the Republic of China after the fall of Manchus (Qing
Dynasty). It was declared a "Republic of Five Nationalities" (wuzu gonghe,
, referring to Mongol,
Manchus, Tibetans, Muslim, and Han peoples. See more thorough discussion on Chinese as a nation from
historical point of views in Wang (2001) and Duara (2009:1-50, 115-204).
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Chinese as a language is never a singular noun if one delves furthers into its
history (the same is true of history in general) (DeFrancis1950&1984).

Chinese

languages, specifically in their spoken forms comprise a bundle of different dialects:
for example, Cantonese, Fukienese, Wu, Mandarin, not to mention the other minority
languages besides those related to the Han ethnicity. The written form of Chinese is
particularly significant, generally known as the only living pictographic system12 in
the world. No matter how the narrative of the archeological discovery of the script on
turtle shells known as "Oracle Bone Inscription^#^" is linear and overarching, it
might still act as a glue that symbolically reconnects or reinvents the over-complicated
racial and ethnic fragments trespassing the long river of history.

Nevertheless,

however significant the role of the written form of Chinese is claimed to be, that role
is significantly undermined, as far as the practice of writing is concerned, in the
context of heritage language learning.
The ideological views of language in relation to the development of modern
nation-states see language as a defining characteristic, or essence, of a nation. The
May Fourth Movement awakened a "need" to modernize China through the
modernization of the Chinese language. The nationalist movement was driven by a
broader intellectual and political project in which Chinese national elites initiated,
promoted, and legitimated reforms of the Chinese language (Chen 2007). DeFrancis
recorded stories of the contingencies of establishing a phonetic system of the Chinese
script, a new standard spoken language and a system of writing, in the practices of
unifying the Chinese language before the establishment of the People's Republic of
China in 1949 (1950, 31-84). After 1949, the People's Republic of China initiated a

I 2 AS

a matter of fact, Chinese is not pictographic in the way that Mayan or Babylonian was. It is more
accurately described as picto-phonetic, or the ideographs (DeFrancis 1984). Xu Shen compiled in the
Han Dynasty (220BCE-220AD), shuowen jiezi described pictographic characters as only one of the
six different character types or principles (liushu).
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language reform creating what is known as the "Common Language (putonghua

Hilifi)"

in the 1950s. This reform promoted a simplified Chinese (deriving from

other practices of language reform), language schemes and policy strategies aimed at
eliminating illiteracy for all Chinese people and unifying the people of "new China"
(xin zhongguoifr^3 0)- The collective work of the Chinese intellectuals, together with
political forces, institutions and policies, ultimately led to the selection of a particular
language as the nation's language, which was intended to heighten a national
consciousness and "national identity", or the ideology of Chinese people as a pure and
uncontaminated racial group.

However, underlying the rationale as well as the

practices of the "Common Language Movement" was the fact that the "simplified
process" of Chinese language has been "deconstructed", not by traditional
methodologies but by Indo-European language (DeFrancis 1950, 31-84; 1984). The
Chinese language has its own trajectories of borrowing, importing, and integrating
new linguistic structures by way of its continuous encounters and contact with the
western world, such as through loanwords from Japan in the translation of missionary
work and in the trans-lingual practices of translation (Liu 1995). It is both a myth and
a history of invention that the Chinese language had been a pure and uncontaminated
language, to say nothing of a pure and uncontaminated racial group.
Unlike the ideology of "One nation, one language", a speech community plays a
significant role in connecting people. For Chinese people in diaspora spread out at a
global level, language opens a newly-imagined space intertwined with various
imagined political (Anderson 1983) entities to feel connected with their own specific
interests and values (Zhu 2005; Wang 1991). There is a new meaning associated with
being Chinese, largely attributed to and intertwined with the metaphor of awakening a
sleeping dragon, namely, the resurgence of China's political and economic power on
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the global stage (Jacques 2009; Kristof & WuDunn 1995). The prosperity of China
may inject an increased confidence in the political and cultural identity of the Chinese
people. New layers of meaning have been added to the symbolic categorization of
Chinese among the Chinese people living within the geopolitical nation state, as well
as the diasporic Chinese people around the world.

The challenge for the sociological and anthropological quest is to describe and
make sense of the social reality and social experiences involved in being Chinese, as
well as the Chinese language(s), beyond simple linguistic markers. Subjects'
experiences of being, or becoming, more or less Chinese through using the Chinese
language prompts us to consider the noun form of "Chinese" in the sense of a verb,
that is the experience and practices of using one or more of the Chinese languages. It
is the micro-conditions at the heritage language school that link the use of the Chinese
language among Chinese living out of China to an idea of becoming more or less
Chinese. The practices at the Chinese school shape the experience of being Chinese.
As detailed in Chapters Four and Five, I experienced and observed the sense of
Chineseness being produced through teaching Chinese as a heritage language in the
field, including claims, descriptions, interpretations, symbols, interaction,
relationships, events, gestures, and space at the fieldwork site in which I chose to
conduct the research within the ethos of multi-cultural Canada. These aspects of
Chineseness collectively make up the written product of my research. The use of
Chinese language refreshes both my own fieldwork experience and that of my
informants. Three basic forms of meanings are:
1.
2.
3.

China ^ HI, the nation, a geopolitical place, as a noun
Chinese^3 Sfr-J, relating to its people, fifty-five minority ethnicities besides
the Han ethnicity, as an adjective or,
Chinese language, spoken and written, Mandarin as a lingua franca
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At one level, by weaving "Chineseness" into my own research context, there are
other thematic terms and concepts scattered in academic literature:
A. Chinese culture
B. Chineseness as essence in culture^S^fcf^Jfitft
C. Imaginary Chineseness MH4 1 £Kj 13
D. The performativity of Chineseness, a seemingly naturalness of being a Chinese,
particularly in the forms of everyday life, for example food, fashion, artifacts
and ethnic space

This academic-oriented communicative framework entails several meanings I was
able to expand and communicate with key informants. These include sets of criteria
possibly held by individual Chinese to differentiate the Chinese culture(s) from those
not, and/or a nationhood imagined by my informants in a diasporic community. This
is hinged in such a position as to put an individual in the centre of the Chinese culture.
Therefore, the concept is further translated and interpreted by listeners and speakers
with reference to its relatedness to personal experience at certain points in time and
space, and the attendant emotions/sentiments/relationship with an imagined China. At
the personal level, the notion of Chineseness is articulated in a metaphorical measure
of emotional distance, by:
i. Complex emotional ties (qinjie
with (imagined) China;
ii. sense of belongings to (imagined) China (guishu gan
A third cluster also comes from everyday discourse and experience of being a
Chinese. Metaphorical ways to articulate Chineseness therefore emerge:
a. Root (Chinese Gen^3 ffltlt)
b. Chinese
flavor,
rich
and
light
flavor
(Zhongguo
Wei(er)
nong^lS^iL^, Zhongguo Wei(er) Dan^SftJL^). Original flavor of
Chinese people (Yuanzhi Yuanwei de zhongguoren
is
embedded with the meaning of authenticity and being a Chinese
The Root metaphor mirrors Tu's powerful discourse of Cultural China using the
metaphor of a tree (Tu, 1991), which serves to map out the Chinese in diaspora while
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also focusing on the origin, connectedness and continuity in culture. The metaphor of
a tree has been harshly criticized by Deleuze and Guattari who propose another
metaphor, that of "rhizome", or a structure in potatoes (Deleuze & Guattari 1987:328). As the former is defined by structures of dominance, for example the idea of the
"mother tongue," the use of rhizome attempts to shift one dominant point into many
subsidiary points, which are connected to each other without a centre or root.
Nevertheless, the root metaphor is an apt vehicle for engaging discussion, and even
prompts some closer examination of the concept.

From another angle, the "taste/flavor" metaphor was added to the repository of
Chineseness from my knowledge as a cultural "insider".

It might explain why a

customary greeting between Chinese people seeing each other on any given day is not
"How are you?" but rather "Have you eaten yet?" This phrasing can be seen as a
remote connection to the spread of Chinese restaurants and Chinese food in overseas
Chinatowns.

It also resonates with a popular discourse I came across during the

Chinese New Year (Lunar Year) festival. People use "taste or flavor" to describe
whether the traditions of the Chinese New Year are practiced the same way as they
used to be or not.

The above discussion attempts to flesh out the position of the so-called local
ethnographer who is part of the speech community and fluent

in speaking the

language. I still stumble through the task of translating the concept of Chineseness.
The task of translation becomes a metaphor by itself, not only in a linguistic sense, but
also as a multi-layered task, basically translating everything from language, to identity
and culture. I kept asking myself questions such as: to what extent do I share the same
notion of Chineseness with my informants? Which words or terms shall I choose to
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signify Chineseness appropriately in communication?

What kind of collaboration

should occur between my informants and me in terms of constructing the meaning of
Chineseness?

This is also the central issue that Briggs discusses.

The re-

contextualization of Chineseness charts an intellectual journey from theoretical
conceptualization to various communicative frames, from seminar room to the
fieldwork (Table 3.1).

Table 3,1: (Un)Translatability of the Notion of Chineseness

Chineseness
Lexical translation
• China

Referential framework
^0 (zhongguo)

China, the nationstate, a geopolitical
place, as a noun

• Chinese people

^SIA (zhongguo ren)

Chinese people,
including 55
minority ethnicities
besides Han
ethnicity, as an
adjective or,
Chinese way

• Chinese, relating to
its language, speaking
and writing

BfiiiS (putonghua)

Mandarin,
historically,
"Officials"
speech (T=Ti$)

(fangyan)
^

-> Sin

(zhongwen)
(guoyu)

->
(zhongwenzi), "t3 ffl ^
(zhongguozi),
(fangkuaizi)

Various dialect, for
example Cantonese,
Fukienese, Hakka
(Kejia)
Chinese speech, in a
Chinese as second
language context?
National language, in
Taiwan
Written system,
simplified character
vs. complicated
character

58

Semantic translation, research context
• Chinese culture

Referential framework
Ways of thoughts
and conduct

• Imaginary China

Anderson (1983)

• Essence of Chinese
culture

With a reference to
authenticity

• Chinese elements (for
example in food,
fashion artifacts)

Popular culture,
popular discourse

Social relation/ emotions, semantic and
communicative context
• (Emotional)
Complex, Emotional
tie(s)

Referential framework
Psychological effect,
attachment i.e. a
place

• Sense of belonging

Metaphorical translation, communicative context
• Root in
China/Chinese
cultural) root
• (Chinese) taste or
flavor

Psychological effect,
identity
Referential framework
Connectedness
among Chinese in
diaspora
Metaphorical
expression,
performativity of
Chineseness

By starting my conversation with "Some people think, say or comment ..and
ending with "what do you think?" I consciously employed projective techniques to
engage informants and gauge their responses to my questions, to explore the domain
of "authenticity", "root", "complex" and "taste" in a related context.
these questions reflected the intended frame of reference.

Meanwhile,

I also used a literal

translation of Chineseness, as a last resort, by using English directly, or by adding one
more linguistic references to assist the informants in their understanding of my
research.

Translatable or untranslatable?
As discussed above, the spectrum of meanings of Chineseness can be explored via
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such terms as root and flavor/taste.

Generally speaking, both "roots" and

"flavor/taste" turned out to be easily understood during the interviews. As metaphors,
both expressions stimulate the cognitive structures of the mind (Lakoff and Johnson,
1999) and made my intention more easily understood. It seemed to open a subtle
channel between my informants and me with more possibilities for reference to the
meaning of Chineseness.

Not all informants passively accepted my choice of

metaphors to express the meaning. One informant rejected the fixation on the notion of
root (zhongguo gen^PtS), and tried to explain it by using a diagram of a pie with
different ingredients in proportions: Chinese, Canadian, Chinese-Canadian, him or her
self. Their reactions reveal a co-construction of the notion of Chineseness. Chinese
"taste/flavor" stimulates the visual and aural associations beyond the abstract term, for
example, in certain social situations, as sensory cues might contribute to the referential
framework

of

meanings

and

virtual

accessibility

communicative events (Bandler and Grinder 1979).

between

interlocutors

in

This metaphorical translation

endeavours to make explicit the implicit through sensory cues, tapping into the
boundary between the visible and the invisible. It also reminds me of the term "visible
minority" that applies to all the ethnic groups in Canada. What is visible and what is
invisible? Why are some visible and others not?

I chart the layers of translation in the following table (Table 3.2), which will later
lead to a more discussion with regard to the everyday performativity of constructing
Chinese cultural identity in Chapter Five. In the following table, I use three smiley
icons - ©, ©, and ©

- as an indication of what worked and what did not work

smoothly during my interactions with informants. To say it "worked smoothly" I
mean that during the verbal interaction, the informants showed a readiness to tell their
personal stories, memories and experiences. Some of their personal stories were quite
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amusing. For example, one informant recalled how he ended further contact with
another parent because that parent "shamelessly talking about why the bother of
studying Chinese, but better spending the same amount of time in learning. English"
He raised his voice and told me how he still felt offended about his attitudes of
"dumping Chinese". Another informant confessed herself as a "bad cop" in teaching
children Chinese, she said, "it is the Chinese way in learning, taking much efforts in
practicing (writing) and remembering them (the Chinese characters)". The icons of ©
and © mimic informants' expressions of feeling overwhelmed, lost or confused when
talking about some "terms". While using the term of "Chinese culture", informants
tended to use a formal style of speaking, and were stuck by the idea of how "deep and
profound (bo da jing shenM^ff)^)" Chinese culture is, for the sake of responding to
my questions. In the same table, I also explain the rationales behind each reactive
indication:

Inter-subjectivity in ethnographic quest
A problematic issue occurred for me, both theoretically and methodologically,
was to what extent my experiential account would transform the research as well as
ethnographic writing, seeing as 1 was identified as both a researcher and a Mandarinspeaking immigrant from China. To frame the same issue in a different way, I kept
asking myself to what extent the ethnographic researcher intervenes in the research.
The issue manifests itself in a multi-layered understanding and communication of
"Chineseness".

I use the term "translation" as the concept to describe my

"intervention" beyond its literal meaning.

It points to two questions: what is

translated, and who made the translation. I prepared a list of my own translations of
the notion of Chineseness before entering the field, and relied on my experiences in
the field to come up with more discourse on Chineseness during the fieldwork.

The
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intention was to make meaning out of Chineseness through the interaction between the
researcher and his or her informants. I am fully aware I take a privileged role in
communicating with my informants in Mandarin in the field, while I might be in a
culturally challenged position to communicate and completely translate my research
for my academic audiences. One of the solutions to the challenge is that 1 continually
asked myself to what degree I had changed the rhythm of the interaction and
interviews. In other words, my informants were "forced," or at least persuaded, to
think about the question of Chineseness.

Table 3.2: Level of Accessibility with Different Frames of Reference on
Chineseness

Lexical layer
• China, the nation,
geopolitical place,
as a noun
• Chinese, relating
to its people, 55
minority
ethnicities besides
Han ethnicity, as
an adjective or,
• Chinese, relating
to its language,
same as meanings
of Greek, French

Chineseness
Communicative layer
-> dp m

© tli
©

Mandarin
Common
language

©

Literal and too
generic

© Mandarin
ItiS
© Common
language

Specific in
linguistic contexts
Mostly refer to
Mandarin and
simplified Chinese
taught at school

Dialect
TjW. for
example
Cantonese

© Dialect

fflio- in

© IS ® in
Taiwan
© Spoken vs.
written;
simplified
character
vs.
complicated
character

Taiwan
Spoken vs.
written;
simplified
character vs.
complicated
character

Literal and too
generic

for
example
Cantonese
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Semantical layer, research context
• Chinese culture,
ways of thoughts
and conduct

© tSM

General and abstract
concept
Overwhelming

• Imagined
community

Need probing for
memories, in
historical contexts

• Essence of
Chinese culture

Ambiguous,
connotation of good
or bad in an
evolutionary
thinking along the
process of Chinese
modernization

mm

Social relation/ emotions level, semantic and communicative context
• (Emotional)
Relevant to
©
complex;
individual, personal
emotional tie(s)
Triggers emotions
Encourages
narrations
Metaphorical level, semantic context
• Root

©

• Taste or flavor,
thick/rich vs.
light/subtle

Easy to understand
Triggers emotion on
root
Arouses attitudes,
Encourages
narrations
Easy to understand
Triggers sensory
cues
Encourages
narrations on
experiences

I also speculated on the "language or cultural competence" I have as an
ethnographer speaking the native language - Mandarin.

Besides acknowledging my

dual role as both a researcher and a community member, the inherited communicative
situation and event in the fieldwork, I also come to realize my possession of a native
evaluation of the words and terms I chose would serve in the first place as a frame or
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lens to construct meanings in such a social activity.

This explains my choice of

"taste/flavor" over "roots" in order to solicit more stories and personal interpretations
on Chineseness. At the same time, the words and terms my informants chose were
noted. Nuances exist in communicating the meaning that is reflected by responses.
When one informant told me the perceptible "original Chinese culture" resides in
Taiwan, it became easy for me to relate his response to that of another informant, who
is concerned with the feelings of nostalgia by Taiwan people. The way they engaged
in our conversation by relating to their experiences with Taiwan or Hong Kong people,
those who are in diaspora, reflected their "grappling" with the issue of ideology,
authenticity and cultural belonging. Therefore, the interpretation of ethnographic data
responds to, consciously and unconsciously, the social and cultural presence of microdiscourses of Chineseness.

The constant changing of referential meanings of

Chineseness might be compared to Heraclitus' maxim that "You can't step twice into
the same river". Each time I used the notion of Chineseness, it was like stepping into
a riverbed of Chineseness with various references to the overall concept. In other
words, meaning-making leads to appropriation in the practice of social interaction, as
Clifford writes:
"Comparative concepts - translation terms - are approximations,
privileging certain "originals" and made for specific audiences."
(1997:11)
The question of word choice on the notion of Chineseness concerns me most
since it presupposes and attunes the social context of communication between the
researcher-informants

if

we

understand

"communicative event" (Briggs, 1986).

the

ethnographic

interview

as

a

Nevertheless, what are the limitations in

ethnographic reality in the form of interview? How shall the anthropologist unpack
the (inter)subjectivity?
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Metaphorical translation has turned out to be an effective way to (re)present and
communicate the idea of Chineseness during the fieldwork. It encourages narrations
of personal experiences.

Feeling lost in translating Chineseness is no better than

translating it into methodological or operational questions. Problems in translation
lead to alternatives of understanding the multilayered and situational meanings. What
needs to be paid attention to is how to find what is absent or hidden in the meaning.
The daunting task for anthropologists is how to unpack the sensory references. What
kind of impact do these sensory references have on cultural beliefs and practices? The
challenge can be answered partly by a thick description of the contextuaily specific,
experiential ethnographic account.
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Chapter 4: A Chinese Language School under the Program of
International Languages
" Piasporas

arc

I he

exemplary

communities

of the

transnational

moment. "

— Kliachit! l ololidii Piaspora ( |0 l )|. 5)

International Languages Program, and/or Heritage Language Program
All Saturday Chinese Language Schools are officially operated under Ontario's
"International Languages Program (ILP)". "International Languages Program" has
historically grown out of a program called "Heritage Languages Program", those
being, at the same time, educational and community enrichment programs. In this
chapter, I attempt to investigate to what point and to what degree the name change has
started to take on, or represent, new dimensions of the Chinese school at one locality.
How does this International Languages Program/School become embedded within a
concept of Chineseness in the context of the Chinese diasporic community?
The Ontario Education Act (1990) enables a school board13 to provide
International Language Programs (ILP) under its Continuing Education Department.
The precursor to the ILP was called the "Heritage Language Program (HLP)". The
term "Heritage Language" seems to have originated in Canada in the 1970s and
formerly went by other names such as "Third language". Other comparable programs
in the United Kingdom and Australia use terminology such as "community, ancestral,
ethnic, immigrant, minority, original, non-official, or second/third language programs"
(Hornberger and Wang, 2008; Duff 2008). Technically, "International Languages"
today include almost the same languages previously counted as "Heritage Languages"

''According to data from the Ontario School Information System, there are a total of seventy-two school
boards, including thirty-one English Public Boards, twenty-nine English Catholic Boards, four French
Public Boards, and eight French Catholic Boards.
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or "Third Languages," referring to languages other than the two official languages of
English and French, or the aboriginal languages (Duff 2008).

In most current

scholarship, the meaning or understanding of "Heritage Language(s)" denotes cultural
re-production that serves the purpose of cultural survival. It references all speakers
coming from the same "heritage" or root. "International Languages" refers to different
language speakers but also implies that "we are the same" aside from speaking
different languages.

One can argue that the change of program name reflects the

rhetoric of identity politics, a tactic politicians takes to respond to the changing of
demographics of voters in election. It also reflects a linguistic-economic investment in
constructing Canadian identity (Cummin 1990; Duff 2008). At least on its surface, the
program has taken on a global and transnational outlook in the pedagogy of citizenry
and enculturation. ILP is interpreted on the website of one local school board in the
following way:
How do you prepare to be a global citizen? Give your child the
opportunity to learn a new language or to maintain the language of their
heritage. In partnership with community groups, we offer classes in 43
different languages at the elementary level and 22 languages at the
secondary level. Choose a language of your choice or contact us if you
want to start a new language. This program is funded by the Ministry of
Education and therefore there is no cost to parents.
(Ottawa-Carleton District School Board, 2010)
Another school board starts its introduction to ILP with the following:
Research shows that learning a second or third language has a positive
effect on all aspects of a child's educational development.
(Ottawa-Carleton Catholic School Board, 2010)
Matt, the Program Coordinator of a French Catholic school board is one of the
two informants I contacted from the institutional side. During one visit, Matt showed
me a stack of policy documents related to the program, which is made up of part of the
Education Act and a copy of PPM7, known as "Policy/Program Memorandum No 7:
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Heritage Language Program." PPM7 outlines the statutory and regulatory references
for the current ILP. The version of PPM7 that Matt showed me was dated June 29,
1990, following the Revised Regulations of Ontario 285/90 of the Education Act. In
the heading of the document, there is a reference note on the PPM7 1990 to a revision
to PPM7 in 1982. On the website of the Ontario Ministry of Education, it is strange to
find that PPM7, which was revoked at the time (on September 9, 2009), is still referred
to as the "Heritage Languages Program" and did not match the version Matt showed
me (the one following 285/90) with all the terms changed to "International
Languages".
I approached the Education Officer from the Ontario Ministry of Education
afterwards in order to get a more complete and authoritative list of the documents
related to the program. The officer replied over the phone and via emails that the only
version at his post follows Ontario Regulation 154/89, an earlier version than what
Matt showed me, but printed with the same Date of Issue.

In other words, for

whatever reason, it was revealed to me there are two versions of PPM7 dated on the
same date of June 29, 1990, one where all reference to "Heritage Language" was
replaced with "International Languages", and the other without. The two versions of
these same documents with different referents reflect a policy of different names at
different institutional levels. It is somewhat arbitrary for practices at the local level.
In Canada, the Department of Canadian Heritage has a governance structure
administering Canada's two official languages - English and French.

Under the

Official Language Secretariat (officially started on April 1, 2006), Canadian Heritage
mandates Canada's linguistic duality. Funding of ILP (formally known as HLP) has
been provincially provided through the Ministry of Education, which partially reflects
the institutional structure in order to produce a multicultural identity within a citizenry
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beyond simply the community and cultural spheres.

In reality, learning languages

other than English and French is marginalized (Canadian Heritage 2011), as the utility
of those languages outside of the classroom, and/or cultural spaces is largely
negligible.
The funding of ILP has been strictly based on the number of students enrolled.
In another words, the school needs numbers for its weekly operation to continue. With
eligible instructors, an ILP course requires a minimum of twenty-five students enrolled
in the course. It is the school's job to recruit enough students in order to cover the
hourly salary of the instructor. It would not be a difficult task to find students in big
cities such as Vancouver, Montreal or Toronto, but the chances would be lower or rare
in small communities. "Needs" are highly aggregated and dependent on the spread of
the immigrant population. The situation was confirmed when I asked the provincial
Ministry of Education for the number of students enrolled in the program. The answer
to this question was "there is no data available at the Ministry level," since "the
program is sporadic".
Strictly speaking, by the time I finished my fieldwork, the language program
was in a vacuum policy-wise, since the PPM7 was officially revoked on September 9,
2009 (the date available on the website of Ministry of Education) and the program was
under review. When I asked about the next move and the approximate time for the
new PPM to come into effect, neither the program coordinator nor the education
officer could give me an answer other than "We don't know".

Nuances of the use of terminologies in communication
According to the documents Matt showed me, the regulation gives the
permission to a school board to employ a person who is not a certified teacher in order
to provide instruction in an international language course or class, if "the person holds
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qualifications acceptable to the board for such employment". This criterion leaves
some flexibility in terms of the recruitment of teachers at the level of school boards
and the school. The differences between the terminologies used at the local level and
the institutional policy and regulatory level draw my attention to further questions and
analysis (Table 4.1). The nuances of these terms reflect a fissure in the concept of
"International languages" at both an institutional and community/local level. This also
points to the ambiguous positions of both the school and its teachers.

Table 4.1: Juxtaposition of the Terminologies
Local terminologies

Chinese Language School (zhong

Terminologies at institutional
oolicv and regulatory level

wen xuexiao'f^t^^)

International Languages Program
(used to be known as the Heritage
Languages Program)

School (xuexiao^'K)

Site (JjSH) &

The Principal (xiaozhang^ lx)

Instructor-in-chief

Teacher(s) (laoshi^ffi)

Language Instructor iff^

Jfe

My reading of the juxtaposition of the terms, together with Matt's differentiation
between the two, serve to shed light on my understanding of the position of the school
teachers at the local or community level. "Principal" (xiaozhangt#^:) and "teachers"
(laoshi^ffi) are all I heard during my weekly interaction with people from the school.
"Instructor-in-Charge/Chief and "Instructors" were basically absent from situational
field contexts.

This reflects a hierarchy of teaching positions especially from the

institutional side. It also reflects the importation of "native" institutional norms into a
foreign context. The importation of teaching strategies and styles also opens room for
teachers to construct and negotiate their Chinese identities (see more discussion in
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Chapter 5). Sitting and chatting with Matt in the cafeteria area at school board, I
observed that the terminologies Matt used in our conversation fluctuated between the
two sets of the terminologies described above. On the one hand, Matt's responses
were keyed to the type of language I used in my questions. On the other hand, he was
inclined to use "local terminologies" in describing his experiences of school visits.
Matt had at least two narratives at hand, one skewed to the "Heritage/Community" and
the other skewed to the "International" not only because of his role in the program,
but also because of the fact that each school under his supervision varies.

Each

narrative reflects a different "character of conceptions and uses of language"
(Kroskrity 2004): one serves to mark the ethnic and community identities, and the
other serves as a practical tool to facilitate, for example, business communication.
Matt rendered program stories with more reference to International Languages and
little mention of the Chinese component while talking about one newly opened
Chinese language school outside of Ottawa (under the administration of the school
board though). He was excited in conveying how local businesses would benefit from
that school, as well as locals in understanding another way of life and traditions. As I
moved on to ask about participation and contribution from the Chinese community, he
switched back to the use of terms like "schools" instead of "programs". While talking
about "Hai Pi", he added more "community" orientation to his presentation. Matt told
me he "believes in the least possible power of the school board over the school" as "a
basic grade program". He assured me that the program under his school board is the
only program that "still carries the spirit of the community-based program".
Our conversation on the same topic switched back and forth between terms of
"schools" and "sites", "teachers" and "instructors". In both narrations, Matt describes
the ILP program operation in the sense of a performance:
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"(The communities) are on stage, we are behind the curtain."
(Matt, Informant Interview)

He elaborated fiirther by using the metaphor of stage performance, describing a
division of labour between the "on stage" and the "behind the curtain", comparing the
community to "the face" of the program, needed "to present a successful program":
"I described 'the communities on stage, the administration behind the
curtain' from my experience in being both on stage and directing plays
since I was young. Having experienced both aspects of theatre production
made me realize how much work goes on behind the scenes and how much
cooperation is needed between the actors on stage and the production
people behind it, in order to have a truly successful production. The actors
on stage (the schools) are the ones that the community sees. They are the
ones that the community communicates with. They are the face of the
International Languages Program. We, behind the stage, have to ensure
that they receive all the support they need in order to present a successful
program."
(Matt, Informant Interview)

Although this view might present the position and vision of the school board, it
reveals a performative side to the program in terms of both the community and the
school board. The use of metaphor points to the fact that the International Languages
Programs has to represent itself within the language ideology of multicultualism. It
also plays a role in the construction of a hegemonic community - by using collective
"will and agency" in Gramsci's sense (Smith 2004).
The program is normalized into the educational system by administrative
regulations and procedures; take for example "roles and responsibilities" at the school
board. Communication is administratively expected between the day school principal
and the instructor-in-charge of the International Language Schools, as described in
"Roles and Responsibilities" of the school board's memorandum. "Regular interaction
and communication" within "a shared space" is emphasized.

As the document

outlined:
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"Regular interaction and communication between the day school principal
and the instructor-in-charge of the International Languages Schools is the
key to a successful collaboration within the context of sharedfacilities. "
(Program operation document)
When I asked if there was any direct communication between day school and
Saturday school, Ms. Ping, the principal of the school, answered "very rare". On one
side, the flow of communication is fairly linear and the program coordinator serves to
be the primary person for communication. On the other hand, on location, practices
take place organically in the community.

Local space
Before turning to the practices at the local level, let me present a description of
the school as a space in institutional discourse. For the Chinese language program as
institutionalized in the school system, the essential task concerns sharing space, as
specified in the same document Matt showed me:
".. .Where a space is shared with a class in the regular day school program,
storage and display space of the language class may be limited. Classroom
teachers and instructors need to work together in order to accommodate
this need.
Language classes should be provided with their own display space on a
permanent basis. ... The host school will therefore make available to all
groups:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the required number of classrooms, including kindergarten rooms
with each classroom, a space for the International Languages instructor's
teaching materials
free chalkboard, a space allocation on the boards so as to denote the
presence of the International Languages Program in the school
office space
a telephone
nurse's room
gymnasium (if applicable)
library area (if required)
education technology (arrangements to be made with the day school
principal)

The shared facilities and space define the boundaries of school practices. It
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reflects the administration and management power the educational institution exerts in
responding to the growing needs of ethnic communities in a multicultural society. The
space is mediated and negotiated through its stakeholders, including the program
coordinator, the teachers, parents and students. Furthermore, it is the beliefs, attitudes
and practices of these stakeholders that construct and negotiate the contour of the
culture at the school. I will start with a description of the local space at the Chinese
language school that is both shared and not shared.
"Hai Pi" is located in an ordinary neighborhood, surrounded by rows of
residential townhouse and houses in a typical North American suburban arrangement
(Illustration 1). Off the road to the south, there is a French college. "Hai Pi" is housed
in a French Catholic high school. The high school offers grade 7-12 schooling in its
day school. The site does not reveal itself to be a Chinese school until Saturdays when
many Chinese or Asian adults and children come streaming in through the entrance.
Talking a walk in the corridors and classrooms, the space does not seem to be much of
a literacy development environment suited to the age of most of the students of the
Chinese school, with the majority in their kindergarten and primary school age. There
is no such thing as a students' wall of honour showing their school work or artwork
that one can often see in elementary schools. Along the main hallway, there are faded
posters of students in laboratory suits. Those posters show options to study further
after graduation. Looking into the classrooms, desks and chairs are all lined up in
rows.

The classrooms' equipment varies. For example there is a world map and

Periodic Table Chart in one classroom and a poster of a Mexican Sombrero in another
classroom. This is obviously all handcrafted work done by the day school teachers
themselves.

The Chinese school seems to not be designed to leave any permanent

trace of its activities. It is rather defined by its transient and temporary nature, located
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in a kind of liminal space. In the end, it is the Chinese language school that borrows
this educational space from others.

Illustration 2: An ordinary neighborhood

Passing through the school entrance to the left and down a few steps, there are a
few small rooms with blue doors. The second blue door opens to Ms. Ping's office on
Saturdays. Ms. Ping is the instructor-in-chief of "Hai Pi". Further down after the
office of Ms. Ping is where the big office space of the day school is. Ms. Ping keeps
her office in a rather informal way except when she needs to use a desk for doing
paper work.

The office area is somewhat like a "talking corner".

parents like to stop by to mingle.

Teachers and

At the beginning of each new semester, a

handwritten note is hung up on the door next to the room, detailing the designation of
classes and classroom numbers for each teacher. Across from the office door on the
floor, is where stacks of community newspapers in Chinese are dropped.

Parents

come by to pick up community newspapers and read while waiting outside the
classroom (Illustration 2).
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Illustration 3: The Talking Corner in front of Ms.
Ping's office (Circles added loosely exemplify the
areas where teachers and parents lean to chat)
In "Hai Pi", Mandarin courses are composed of a total of twenty regular classes
from kindergarten to Level Ten, plus one Special Class. Normal classes are primarily
classified by the students' age.

The Special Class was opened for students and

families whose first language is not Mandarin. The Special Class with "foreign faces"
indeed is the international flavor of the program according to Matt's description. The
Special Class mixes different demographics together, and was composed of both adult
students and children, children from cross-ethnic marriages, adults with Chinese
partners, adults who speak Cantonese but want to learn Mandarin, and children from
earlier immigrant families whose family language is not Mandarin but Cantonese.
There were also non-Chinese students, who claimed themselves being introduced to
the school and class by one of their Chinese colleagues.
After I sat at the back of a representative class for two weeks, Principal Ping
asked me one day if I would like to be a supply teacher for the Special Class, because
one of her teachers was leaving on short notice. Later 1 found it was because the
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original teacher had become too busy in her daily job as an assistant at a medical
clinic.

I became the best candidate since Ms. Ping thought that, with my English

language capability, I could teach such a class. Therefore, I was considered someone
who had "equivalent teaching experience" as outlined in PPM7. Ms Ping gave me a
very short briefing.

She reiterated her vision of teaching Chinese to immigrant

children, emphasizing the importance of "arousing students' learning interests". "All
else I will leave to you, it will be a stage for you to perform on, so teach whatever you
want", is what she said looking into my eyes with a palpable level of trust.

Her

confidence in my ability to go ahead on my own might not have been based on any
credentials or experience I might have had (I had told Ms Ping about my extensive
experience in facilitating discussions in various group settings), but rather on an
assumption that my innate language ability and cultural knowledge and understanding
as a native Mandarin speaker might be enough. Not until I did my own teaching did I
realize that even though I do possess a native literacy and cultural knowledge, the job
demanded considerable preparation for me to present the concepts to my students, or,
to adopt Matt's metaphor of performance, audience. By taking on the role of teacher, I
quickly became aware of the process of appropriation for myself, which I will discuss
in further details in Chapter Five. The Special Class can be represented as a case of
change in the community. Even in the normal class, due to varying learning abilities,
students' language skills differed to a great extent.

One school board Education

Officer I interviewed told me that the teachers of the International Languages Program
would be better served by a "progressive pedagogy" to deal with all the issues and
challenges faced in the classrooms. "Progressive pedagogy," the Education Officer
explained, is the approach commonly employed in the context of English as a Second
Language (ESL) to deal with a broad range of learners. I am sure the teachers I met in
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the Chinese Language School tackled the problems to various degrees in their own
practices. However, I wonder to what extent the school board could have paid for
professional training among these teachers.
After classes begin, the school becomes quiet. Strolling down the main corridor,
parents are scattered in all directions, either reading newspapers or chatting with each
other. The cafeteria buzzes with community and parents' activities, such as playing
cards or chess. On another side of the cafeteria some people from the community
trade vegetables harvested from their backyards. There was a couple, both in their 60s
who became temporary vendors selling dumplings and other prepared food.

The

grandchildren of this senior couple used to study Chinese in the school, but have now
moved back to China with their parents, who received job offers from a renowned
university to teach in China. The vendor's area was my students' favorite place during
the class break.

Practicing a few words about food or counting money with the

vendors made for quite a discussion in my classroom. Another two held a desk of
used books and videos providing rental services. Insurance or financial brokers from
the community were often seen hosting free workshops such as RRSP or Children's
Education Plan seminars in the cafeteria.

At other times, community service or

business people offered free lectures on, for example, family consulting. Community
members with shared experience of immigration created small social events and
groups in the cafeteria. They came to know each other at the Chinese Language
School.

From there they socialized with each other in activities revolving around

children's activities. Parents stayed connected, for example, by hosting kids' parties,
and exchanging information on services and programs in the city. The school is thus a
social space created by community members as well as being an opportunity for the
teaching and learning of Chinese. The family, rather than the individual, tends to be
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the smallest unit of participation in the school. Another group of community members
view the school as a functional place or service. Some parents find the teacher the
best "babysitter" for the children.

Others go to the school to use the gym for

exercising. Even many, if not the most, of the teachers enroll their own children at the
school. Thus, going to the Chinese language school has multiple functions, such as
exposing Chinese language and culture to the children, finding a babysitter, a
productive use of time for the family. However, the social functions implicitly flow
from a sense of identification with the community, a performance and/or a symbolic
representation of the Chinese nation, and/or Canadian nation as an imagined
community. It is in these forms of social practices at the language school that certain
aspects or versions of Chineseness are reinforced, or re-negotiated.
After the language class finished around 11:30am, the main hall was instantly
transformed into an arena for dance classes. There was one for adults and one for
younger children after the two-and-half-hour funded language classes. The air was
then filled with Chinese folk or pop music. Parents joined the adult dance class while
waiting for their children to finish the children's interest classes. As family seems to
be the unit for participating in the language school, interest classes are designed to
cater to the needs of both adults and children. Interest classes received no funding
from the school board. Besides book fees, this is the only fee charged at the school.
The amount of money collected is used to cover the recruitment of interest class
teachers. Either language class teachers or community members with special talents
lead the classes. The instructor of the dance class also taught a Grade 7 language
class. The teacher of the Chinese drum class was the grandmother of one student, and
the mother of one of the Chinese teachers. The grandmother "volunteered" to teach in
the school. The drum class was dropped the next year after the grandmother went
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back to China.

Themes for interest courses were not fixed,

but depended upon

whether Ms. Ping was able to find "talented" members in the community.

The

selection of classes operated in a way quite similar to how the city does its recreation
and culture programs but administered under a different institution.
Because the classifications of immigrants in immigration policy reflects
particular social class membership in China as well as speaks of the life chances of the
immigrants, unlike earlier waves of Chinese in diaspora, today's immigrants take on
new dimensions in their life in diaspora. Meanwhile, the English or French language
competency of visible minorities still creates barriers for socio-economic integration.
All teachers except for one I interviewed were female, and most of them have a
university education.

In sociological terms, their education offers an avenue for

individual immigrants to gain social and economic capital out of larger social
networks by leveraging their knowledge. It is not the same as taking on a survival job
because of the limitation of the teaching hours. As described earlier, only those who
teach for two-and-half hours per week will receive a paycheck from the school boards.
Those teachers there are motivated to take the role of teachers.

Besides such

utilitarian rationalization, they are also motivated by a "mission" to pass on the
language and culture through the performance of their own version of Chineseness.
The school also established a Singing and Dancing Troupe with the same name.
The members of the singing and dancing group perform at various community
festivals and multicultural events, representing the Chinese community. A long list of
performances includes the "Tulip Festivals", "Lumiere Festivals", "Asia Heritage
Month", "International Week Celebration", "PWGSC United Way Campaign", and
"Dragon Boat Festivals". The dance group celebrated its ten- year anniversary in June
2009.

Basically, the school is embedded within a larger Chinese community and
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shares many resources with other community groups.
In terms of engaging the students and piquing their interest in the ways of the
Chinese, the teachers employ different approaches.

I will analyze the patterns of

teaching tactics in the next chapter. The ultimate goal of teaching is to arouse the
learning aptitude of children along with creating a Chinese cultural identification. One
strategy focuses on the affective dimension of narration.

Another is a distancing

strategy that de-emphasizes certain Chinese social norms and cultural values. There is
a third strategy that leverages the aesthetic representation of Chinese artistic forms,
such as Chinese poems, into a cultural identity. Based on my own intersubjective
experience working as a supply teacher, I espouse an integrated approach of crosscultural comparison to understanding this phenomenon. These approaches are both
teacher-specific and student-specific, especially where the students' age and
experience are concerned. The notion of Chineseness is appropriated, performed, and
represented depending on different communicative situations via the praxis of
teaching.

Summary
My weekly participatory observations in the field gave me a vivid sense of the
rich context in which the Chinese Language School is embedded. An awareness of
being a researcher together with my interactive experience draws attention to the
teachers' participation in the school, which becomes a starting point for analyzing
individual members' participation in the diasporic community. The language school is
a specific space of the diasporic community, a hybrid space, not only because it takes
on different functions, but also because members in the speech community converges,
creating and negotiating new meanings in the relations of membership in the speech
community.

The site becomes both a language school and a continuing learning
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program; both a language school and a school community; both a learning community
and community in diaspora, both a performance of imagined community and one node
of a translocal social network.

Practices in the Chinese language school are a

significant node connecting everyday immigrants' lives outside of home and work.
Teaching and learning Chinese is also not exclusively there for children, but also
engages adult immigrants, especially the first

generation of immigrants.

The

significance exists in the space's translocality (for example family, work place), which
is characteristic of immigrants' lives in the host country. The Chinese in diaspora
conduct regular "travel" to certain places and spaces situated between the familiar and
strange within the settled city, between assimilation and differentiation, between the
past and the present, and between the real world and re-imagination.

New social

groups and networks are formed. In such a context, certain versions of Chineseness
are reinforced while others are deemphasized.

New layers of personalized

Chineseness are constructed and negotiated, through encounters in this new social
network.
Most immigrants today have developed a life adapted to "mainstream" Canadian
society.

Nevertheless, language and cultural barriers still exist for them, limiting

themselves in certain social networks. In the language school, the role of teaching is
shifted to a group of presumptive "teachers", with less probing into who these teachers
are. These nuances change the framework of learning and shift responsibilities so that
they come under more detailed examination in Chapter 5.

Community members,

acting as teachers, come to the language school to create an appropriated space, at the
same time, construct and negotiate their identities in diaspora.

Individual member's

interpretation of Chineseness represents a collective notion of Chineseness, as well as
the diversity in the diasporic community. I will describe and discuss in more detail
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how the teachers appropriate their own version of Chineseness in such a hybrid space.
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Chapter 5: Articulating and Performing Chineseness in Teaching
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Teaching Chinese in the community, a site of agency
The enculturation of immigrant children through language is highly relevant to
immigrants, both in their everyday family life and community life in Canada. The
practice of teaching Chinese in the community beyond the space of home seems to be
largely centered around their personal trajectories - connecting who they were before
coming to Canada with how they live after coming to Canada. All of my informants
from "Hai Pi" were first generation immigrants who came to Canada in the last two
decades. They came as immigrants under either the "family reunion" or "economic
immigrant" categories.

Most of my informants have university degrees and a

background in teaching, but not necessarily in teaching Mandarin. Their teaching
experiences before coming to Canada varied from university to kindergarten levels in
a variety of subjects from geography to computer science. Ping, the "instructor-inchief, also known as the "principal" in the community, is one among many who
experienced China's "Cultural Revolution" (1966-1976) as teenagers. She became
one of the first group of university students after the Maoist mass movement in which
youth in China were mobilized "Down to the Countryside" (xiaxiang TP). After the
"restoration of the university entrance exam" (I^JC itS#) in 1978, she studied English
in university.

She first came to Canada as an international student.

During my

conversations with her, she recalled her earlier student life in Canada. Sitting at her
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stall, in a food court, she delved into her memories of isolation, fear, and adventurous
experiences she had in her early student life in Canada. "The beginning was always
hard, for example doing minimum paid labor work while studying in order to make the
ends meet", she told me, "one also has to be out-spoken about things here (in Canada).
Otherwise people won't take you seriously." She reassured herself by re-telling her
stories of hard work, independence and resilience of character. It is fairly common to
hear sets of binary descriptions marking people from the east versus those from the
west.

However, the meanings of being independent or dependent, extroverted or

introverted, adventurous or conservative can only be expressed and understood by
placing them in their social situations. People also adjust themselves, or act out new
roles, positions and social conditions regardless of the conflicts and/or ambivalence
that may occur.
All her efforts paid off with a better life today. Ping's study in the field of
education finally led her to the position of "instructor-in-chief' at "Hai Pi" at the time
when the school board was publicly recruiting for such a position. The weekly job of
"instructor-in-chief' on its own obviously could not support her. What she lives on is
a small food court business, part of a franchised food chain brand at one local
shopping centre. She bought one first and later purchased another. Ping gave much of
the credit to her daughter who helped out in the initial establishment of this family
business. To rely on family members in leading a life is almost always a necessity for
newcomers who lack various forms of social capital (Li 1988). Her daughter went to
work in Hong Kong after helping purchase the franchised store as well as with the
initial operation. Owning a food court store seems to me somewhat a departure from
the strategy of owning a Chinese restaurant, most likely in a Chinatown enclave,
common among earlier generations of Chinese immigrants. Ping invited me to her
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store for more conversation and therefore I had the opportunity to get to know her
more outside her role at the Chinese school. At one time, I met people at her store
who approached her about promoting a community festival event. Being the principal
of the Chinese school, Ping unsurprisingly gained more "social capital" within the
Chinese community.

She has moved towards a more centralized position in the

community than other newer immigrants. Being the "instructor-in-chief' reflects both
the residual and emerging lifestyle of a newer generation of immigrants in the present
societal context.
In talking about the learning of the Chinese language, Ping, like many other
parents, verbally rationalizes the learning in terms of its functional utility for, for
example, future career development. "My daughter's Chinese language skills enabled
her to get a job in Hong Kong." Ping made an additional note seemingly to emphasize
the importance of learning Chinese. Ping also told me about her daughter finding
another job after the one in Hong Kong. It was with "New Oriental", a big name
among people studying English in China, or aiming to study English to go abroad.
New Oriental is a well-known English training organization in Mainland China. It is
legendary for its success in delivering test preparation courses to help students in
Mainland China to excel in their performance in such exams as TOFEL (Test of
English as a Foreign Language), GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test) and
GRE (Graduate Record Examination), pre-requisites for achieving the dream of
"studying abroad", specifically in the education systems in the United States and
Canada. Students flock to study English, either driven by their own goal of studying
abroad, or are directed into various programs by their parents.

Immigrant parents,

including many teachers in Hai Pi, know very well the advantageous position that
people living abroad have for being in a "live" language environment - an access to
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authentic language, by living in Canada. Though Chinese is not seen to be in an
equivalent global position of importance to that of English at the moment, it is said to
be the next global lingua franca in the years to come due to the growing political and
economic power of China. Therefore it is quite understandable that immigrant parents
embrace the practicality of studying Chinese.

Henry (2008:15) points out the

"technical fetish" within the context of studying English in China in general. He notes
that competency, for Chinese people, is measured based on the successful completion
of the accreditation test instead of actual spoken fluency (Illustration 3). It can be
inferred that there is a general tendency among Chinese people to measure and
evaluate the mastery of a second or third languages, perhaps partially due to the
institutions such as TOEFL. It is the end that usually justifies the means. In the case
of studying Chinese as both an International language and a heritage language,
Chinese parents and teachers tend to feel

"less oriented" towards technical

competency since there is no right way or institutionalized standard, such as an
accreditation process to measure in which direction the study and their efforts may be
managed'4.

Evidence of good practices of teaching and learning are therefore

contingent due to the lack of a systematic means to justify what might be defined as
language and/or cultural competency in heritage language teaching.

This might

contribute to the marginalized positions the teachers are in achieving linguistic and
pedagogical goals.

'"Test of Chinese as a Second Language (TOCFL) that approximates the English TOEFL does exist. It
is also known as hanyu shuiping kaoshi (abbreviated as HSK iXLp/K T'^W) exits. It was developed
by Beijing Language and Culture University and became national standardized test. Hanban, the
China National Office for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language oversees the HSK exams.
However, TOCEL is certainly not as influential as TOFEL at present as China is not considered a top
destination by students around the world.
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Illustration 4: The billboard advertising of New
Oriental promoting English learning classes in China

"Teachers" of the International Program often occupy a marginalized position in
the labour market, mostly due to their lack of English language skills, credentials and
local working experience. Most seek ways out of this marginality beyond temporarily
taking labor jobs or going back to school. Therefore, some come to teach at Hai Pi as
a switch from their daily life as housewives. Some started their Chinese teaching
positions by tutoring their own children or children in the neighborhood, and then
joined the school. Ai is one of the longest serving instructors in Hai Pi. She is a fulltime stay-at-home mom who teaches on Saturdays.

She started her teaching by

tutoring two children from her neighborhood who were from Singapore.

Her

knowledge of language teaching comes from her educational background in Natural
Language Logics, an interdisciplinary field
Philosophy.

of Mathematics, Linguistics and

About fifteen years ago after coming to Canada with her husband, she

went back to school to study Computer Science but later quit. With a reference letter
from the parents of the students she tutored, she was later offered a job at a French
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private school for a short time teaching Mandarin. It was a job that required two days
of work during the week. In terms of Mandarin teaching experience at that French
school, she admitted it was a great experience for her. She missed the school because
it had better teaching facilities and resources. She was able to access more teaching
materials for such things as students' craft projects.

She taught students to make

dragon boats and lanterns for the city's multicultural festival. It also gave her a sense
of connection to the formal schooling system and mainstream society.

Ai also

admitted that there was more pressure in that environment, mainly due to her lack of
English and French language abilities. She left the school when her second child was
born.
Other teachers, for example Fen and Shao, are in the similar situation. Fen and
her family came to Ottawa one year ago. She stayed at home to take care of her only
daughter while her husband went back to school, hoping that a Canadian graduate
education would bring more job opportunities.

During the time I was in the school,

Fen got pregnant with her second child, almost nine years after having her first child.
In order to obtain a permanent residency status in Canada, Shao lives in Canada with
her daughter while the husband works in the United States.

Taking care of her

daughter is a full time job, besides also teaching at the Chinese language school and
some extra babysitting jobs at times. There are also a few grandparents teaching at the
language school who have obtained their permanent residency status through family
class immigration. Hai Pi largely relies on people with limited social capital in the
new immigrant community to maintain its operation.
For teachers, teaching language and culture is something that has a connection to
their lives in the past as well as in the present and to other social networks. Teaching
is part of the adventure of living as new immigrants, and potentially offers an avenue
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to move towards a more "mainstream" position (this can be both an imagination, and
interpretation based on everyday personal encounters, as well as observation of those
people who enjoy the North-American middle class status) in the wider community
and society. This speaks to the fact that the Chinese immigrants are imagining a
multicultural Canada as much as, if not more than, China. The Chinese community
invests educators with higher status generally. The role of "principal" provides Ping
with a higher, and more central, status in the Chinese community. This status has led
her to have a better connection to other community networks and resources. The
practice of teaching in the language school is a social and cultural activity within a
community in diaspora that links the past, the present and the future for individual
members. It reflects their temporal movement in terms of social status or positions in
the social network, which is encapsulated in a context in the school.
At another level, community members who practice Chinese language teaching
can be seen as advocates for learning both Chinese literacy and culture. The practice
of teaching constitutes a primary mode of agency. A group of community members
chooses

to

practice

teaching

despite

demands

on

their

time

and

effort

incommensurable with the monetary compensation they receive. I have discovered
that for these teachers the motivation is not so much about the language per se or its
survival; rather it is because of the memories, emotions, and personal history attached
to the language, which energizes these individuals in creating their own continuities
between being Chinese in the past, the present and the future.

Teaching is an

investment in the future of the younger members of the community by creating a
present context, connected to the future.

Qing exemplifies the way in which the

transference of language and cultural knowledge from generation to generation is a
significant motivation for teaching at the Chinese language school.
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"It doesn't really take me that much time to do a lesson plan, to pick up
a few articles is a piece of cake. Much of it comes from understanding
accumulated in everyday life over the years. "

(Qing, Informant Interview)
Wen echoes this view. He is a parent with a strong desire to teach the language
and culture to the children. Here is what Wen said in terms of the best materials for
teaching:
"I collected and created my own inventory of one hundred Chinese
poems. In my view, they are most suitable for young children. I did
this for my sons first of all. My wife always said I should open my own
language school ....my knowledge (of Chinese language and culture) is
all stocked in my brain, those memories of past experiences."

(Wen, Informant Interview)

Qing's teaching of Chinese at the Chinese school is an extension of teaching in
his family living room. From the very start, Qing presented himself, without airs, as
an ordinary parent and not as a teacher. Qing moved to Canada after his doctoral
studies in England and had a professional job in the private IT sector, a background
quite different from that of many other teachers at "Hai Pi". Principal Ping recruited
him because of his reputation for parenting and mentoring an excellent student, his
own son. His only son received the top graduating average score for Ontario upon
graduation from high school a few years ago. He had taught at the school for almost
two years and then quit, something not unusual given the fairly high turnover rate at
the school. Quite a few teachers quit their jobs at language school after receiving a
more formal or full-time job.

After quitting, Qing still volunteered to organize a
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Chinese writing competition (zuowen bisai
show in the community.

as part of a language and art

As the lead committee member in the competition, he

expressed his core idea of children's learning Chinese to the participants at the wrapup speech: "learning Chinese is not about parents or teachers' wanting me to learn
(yao wo xueW$c ¥)

but a desire 'I want to learn (woyao xue00^),,\

Through the practice of teaching, linguistic capabilities, cultural knowledge and
literacy skills become objectified and transformed into a cultural knowledge of
Chineseness for individual articulation and performance, whether it is represented in
the knowledge of ancient Chinese art forms, nostalgia for the past, the subtleties of
family or human relationships, or etiquette in social interaction. A gap exists between
the content of the teaching including what are in the textbooks and the prevailing
social and cultural contexts in Canada. The Chinese language teachers play a role of
leadership in promoting the performance and expression of personal cultural identity,
although they see the limits and restraints of teaching Chinese in a non-Chinesespeaking larger environment. As the teaching and learning resources have no way to
compete with what the children receive at their day school, the teaching at a Chinese
language school reveals a performative temperament, at least on its surface. When
looking closely into the teachings of individual teachers, one can see that the teaching
is closely knitted into personal understandings of cultural identity.
The prospects for obtaining literacy at this type of language school are limited.
It requires far more than two-and-a-half hours of institutional learning per week to
achieve a solid mastery of the Chinese language. As I describe more in the next
section, throughout the process, the teachers experience many contradictions and
ambiguities in negotiating their relationship with the Chinese language and culture, if
not in quite the same way as the children. The process of teaching is very much a
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process of "becoming" Chinese in the Canadian context in the sense of Hall's
discussion of identity formation (1996).

Teaching offers an opportunity for the

teachers to present themselves to the community, as well as forming their own Chinese
identity. As Hall remarked, individual subjects fulfill the role of making on-going
history, by generating meaningful links between "how we have been represented and
how that bears on how we might represent ourselves"

(1996:4).

Individual

immigrants fulfill the role of teachers at least temporarily, and make meaningful
connections among different points of cultural knowledge and cultural experiences.
These teachers embody Chinese language and culture and at the same time articulate
and perform them for others. The Chinese language schools represent a significant
node in such networks. I argue that identity-in-formation is therefore practiced and
constructed at various nodes among trans-local networks, transnational communities in
diaspora and within the imagined community of nationhood. Furthermore, language
teaching is an act of doing, doing things not only to the children, but also to oneself.
The experiences and behaviors involved in language teaching make it possible to
survey the use of language and interpret attitudes towards it, the meaning, and the
conduct of speakers involving the language.

My analytical stance advances the

concept of personhood as contextually dependant by specifying the social contexts in
which individuals practice (Harris 1989). It enables one to see teachers as agents in
both the community and in a wider society, by their active attempts to "create a past,
present, and future within which to situate their own and others' conduct, to evaluate
conduct retrospectively, and prospectively, to plan" (Harris 1989). Teaching Chinese
language enables the performance of a multilayered version of Chineseness not only to
the children being a "different" kind of Chinese person, but also to themselves of
being, or representing, a Chinese person.
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Negotiating and performing personalized versions of Chineseness
For certain community members, "going to a Saturday Language School" refers
to the practice of teaching at Saturday school in addition to parents sending children to
the school. The teaching, therefore, is a public practice, involving teachers instructing
not only their own children in a family context but also the children of the diasporic
community. These practitioners of Chinese teaching did not phrase their activity with
the words, "I teach Chinese at a Chinese Language School," but as "I go to a Saturday
Language School". Due to the transient nature of their teaching, the kind of teaching
tasks are contiguous with doing lesson plans, lecturing, communicating, discussing
and debating with other parents, teachers and community members, reading and
reviewing homework, and reflecting on their own experiences of practice of teaching.
Teaching itself is also a performance in the classroom.

The conduct in the

classroom aggregates into a personalized version of Chineseness, especially when
talking about teaching language as going beyond the teaching of language itself but
also that of culture. Besides using personal knowledge and experience of the past and
present as inventories for teaching, the act of teaching also involves various
representational strategies concerning the interpretation of Chineseness syncretically,
which I describe below.
Practicing teaching among first generation immigrants, like much everyday
communication, involves an intensive effort at cross-cultural translation and
interpretation. Translation is not just about the translation and interpretation between
two or more languages, but between two or more cultures. In the praxis of Chinese
language instruction, it also includes translating between different strata of being a
Chinese.

The "Zhongwen" series is the official textbook used in schools.

94

"Zhongwen" is a widely used set of textbooks in overseas Chinese language schools15
largely due to sponsorship from the Embassy of the People's Republic of China. The
textbook is free of charge for use in language schools.

The teachers have many

complaints about both its structure and content as being not suitable for students'
learning in Canada.

Teachers' complaints largely centre on the relevance of the

content, which means, among the teachers, a perceived gap between what the students
encounter in texts and in the world of Chinese around them. In addition, students'
Chinese literacy levels vary in each classroom, which aggravates the relevancy issue
in students' learning. Most teachers do not follow the "standard" textbook. "Hai Pi"
had hosted two special meetings discussing the suitability of the textbooks among the
teachers. Teachers, however, do have the freedom to make modifications to both the
structure and content during the course of teaching as they wish.

Skipping or

trimming certain content/texts, which is seen as irrelevant to diasporic life in their own
judgment, is common. It would be a valuable research to make a discourse analysis on
various textbooks and the selection of learning materials.

More interesting questions

will include how the teachers attempt to maneuver and/or construct the content, how
the students respond to, and negotiate, the content during their interaction with
teachers in the classroom, and what the communicative patterns are as far as the
teaching and learning materials are concerned.

Due to the time limitation of this

research, I only focus on teachers' strategies of constructing a Chinese identity in the
specific context of teaching at Chinese schools in Canada. Teachers have practiced
their own lesson plans, developed personal teaching styles and discursive strategies in
their own teaching to connect with the children, in which to construct a Chinese
cultural identity with the children that might not be an explicit purpose of the teaching.
15

The series of "Zhongwen" is published by Jinan University, a project commissioned by Qiaoban, the
Overseas Chinese Office of the State Council of People's Republic of China. Often the Embassy of
China sponsors the use of the textbooks in overseas Chinese language schools.
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Nevertheless, teachers make efforts to engage the children at various levels by, for
example, emphasizing the affective or emotional dimension in the texts in teaching;
some with a focus on the whole, yet limited experiences at the school; and others'
preference for a "distancing" or "de-sinicization" strategy in teaching. Notably, the
teachers do not view these strategies as mutually exclusive. The different strategies
adopted overlap under different circumstances. The ultimate purpose is to arouse or
inspire active learning in the children, as well as to cultivate a connection with
Chinese and Chinese culture. As Qing addressed the young participants in the writing
competition, his goal in teaching is to inspire the children's learning attitudes - a shift
away from learners' feeling that

"(parents or teachers) want me to learn (yao wo

xuetoward that "it's me that wants to learn (wo yao xueMHis
vision for teaching is to bring out the agency of the learner, which is also a point
especially reiterated by Ms. Ping, and Li many times.
Qing claims his approach and choice of teaching style have an affective
dimension in particular, emphasizing emotional relationships between Chinese people.
"I choose those articles which have an emphasis on emotions and
affection (among humans)."

(Qing, Informant Interview)
Qing used an essay titled "My Father's Back," written by Ziqing Zhu, a
renowned poet and essayist in modern China (after the May Fourth Movement), as a
great illustration, which concerns many of the subtleties in the Chinese father and son
relationship.

Qing consciously employs an "affective" approach to engage his

students' sympathy with respect to Chinese language, culture and human relationships.
Qing's teaching led him to write a blog representing Hai Pi for two years. He wrote
essays and articles based on his own experiences teaching and tutoring.

He also
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collected articles he found inspiring with regard to overseas language teaching and
learning on this blog. Practicing writing in Chinese, initiating discussions and sharing
among the community led him to a construction of Chineseness. Qing has written a
personal blog, featuring musings (xinde'O# and/or ganwuHfp) on various themes
from his reading of Chinese history and culture (lishi wenhua
contemporary cultural phenomena he observes in both China and Canada, and
educating second-generation of Chinese-Canadian children (zinu jiaoyu~F;£;|£W) •
These writing topics come from both his everyday readings and interactions with
either Chinese or non-Chinese people. Below is an excerpt I quote from Qing's blog
with regard to educating second-generation immigrant children.
"Children's education is an art but not an engineering project, a creative
process but not some kind of production. Therefore, there is no fixed
model or rules in designing an education. Otherwise, the intelligence and
potentialities in children will be easily stunted. The Chinese way of
education is often like an "industrial assembly line", which leads to the
result that there are only standard products (measured by grades and
scores) but no personality."

m\,

Below is another excerpt from Qing's blog writing. Qing expresses his opinion
on one of the most popularized cultural festivals related to Chinese one can witness
overseas - the Dragon Boat Race. He holds a position that cultural festivals, and
sport, can be one of the best avenues of performing one's culture or identity. He also
stretches his reflection out of the personal experience in a larger issue of cultural
contact and adaption.
"In oversea Chinese communities, one can often hear a saying of 'we

97

should immerse ourselves in the mainstream society'. This one has
confused me for quite a long time. What does it mean to "immerse
ourselves in mainstream society?" Is it about being able to sit together
with social elites, government officials or Members of Parliament at a
dinner event? Or being able to invite them to the events held by the
Chinese community? Or having a government job, or working as a white
collar or golden collar worker at a multinational company? All of the
above count. Nevertheless, I want to add more, it will be too superficial,
or short-sighted if it is just these. In the long term, as the old Chinese
sayings describe it vividly, 'don't see the forest for the trees', or 'throw
away the melon but pick up the seeds'. The real "immersing ourselves in
society' is the cultural immersion."

"The spreading of culture and cultural integration should be implanting
our innate Chinese culture in the local soil, allowing it to grow its roots
and sprout. Otherwise, it's called "unaccustomed to the soil and water"
(shuitubufu) and "fit into neither one category nor another (bulunbulei).
The job to define what is the core in culture and what are the boundaries
of culture is greatly challenging. I'm not talking about ideological
thoughts here. To the majority of overseas Chinese, culture is about
everyday clothing, eating, housing and transporting, it's all about what I
see and what I hear. Culture is never an isolated thing. It should not used
to compete for anything, there's nothing to show off. The oversea
Chinese culture should learn from others' strong points to overcome
one's own weakness. It's about learning from each other in order to
survive and develop. We should be improving ourselves actively by
doing the mutual learning, in order to avoid the awkward situation from
the old saying that the orange grown in Huaibei is not an orange any
more but the bitter one16."

±mz*,
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Many ancient sayings, including idiom and maxims become everyday wisdom for Chinese people.
The saying of "jushenghuaibei zeweizhi

" was originally recorded in the

Spring and Autumn of Master Yan (yanzi chunqiu), a collection of the sixth century B.C. The
literal meaning of the text is that the Mandarin orange is a Southern crop, and when it is planted in
the northern environment, the taste changes dramatically. It generally refers to the idea that nature
changes as the environment changes.
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It is important to note how Chinese people talk about cultural survival and
development by focusing on a sense of cultivation that is embedded in the local
environment, as well as on mutual learning.

It is also interesting to see the

characterization of the Chinese way of education in terms of an innate weakness, that
of the modern "assembly line" style of industrialization. With the constant cultural
contact between the West and the East, the self-critique of the East is always made
through a Western lens.

These ponderings also point to an ideal derived from a

synergy, in terms of cultural identity, between cultural understanding and experiences;
nevertheless there exists a performative side to the experience. This kind of synergy is
highly appealing and aspiring particularly to these first-generation

immigrants.

Nevertheless, it takes time and effort to become immersed in the host culture. Firstgeneration immigrants experience glass-ceiling-like barriers to advancement in
cultural participation and immersion. Qing expresses his ambivalent feelings in one of
his blog posts:
"(The Dragon Boat Race Festival) makes me think of Canadian Hockey,
the annually most influential game in North America. In 2007, the
Ottawa team made it to its first finals in almost one hundred years ... I
was lucky to watch one of the winning games live. Though I don't recall
the whole game, I will always remember the scenes of the audience for
my whole life. It was a blast, an ecstasy, and the whole stadium was
filled up with great excitement. It became all red like an ocean (red is the
team color for Ottawa team). I have only seen such a scene in a movie or
on TV before. However, I don't understand why I couldn't see any
Chinese people other than my son and me in the stadium. Many Chinese
parents are willing to line up in freezing weather for one or two days to
register their kids in the best high school; many tighten their belts to save
money, to send their kids to a pricey private school, but they won't pay
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for a game like this, an unparallel cultural baptism. I don't understand
this. 1 don't understand how Chinese people think. I ask to myself at the
same time, if the tickets were not given to me by the company, would I
be willing to spend $500 or $600 on them?"
"

07^

mm-%o

^W^#_h-MAWPA,

xiE&jjcikmL 5^lit,

,

wfmm&ft.i^AWs<t

M&age,
ffe£gE#35, 6W7cW«SSMHi?"

While appreciating "foreign" cultures might not be as natural as breathing the
air, neither is teaching/learning Chinese in a non-native environment.

It usually

requires a whole family's extra effort to encourage the learning of Chinese.

As

previously described, some parents and grandparents answer the call of teaching
together, which includes taking a teacher's role at the language school. Qing told me
that his father-in-law, his child's grandfather, has cared very much about his son
studying Chinese. In a family letter, the grandfather encouraged his grandson to learn
traditional Chinese (guwen l^f^C) and therefore to be able to read some articles written
in traditional Chinese. Traditional Chinese is rarely used today in either verbal or
written communication; however, there are quite a lot of Chinese words and phrases
such as idioms (chengyu /j£in) in everyday use that can be traced back to ancient
stories and allegories. In the letter, the grandfather talked to the grandchild about the
importance of studying traditional Chinese, and encouraged him by showing his
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willingness to learn together with him. This togetherness is also a strategy of affection
to teach and pass on cultural knowledge.
While some teachers included either an aesthetic or affective component in their
teaching approach, other teachers advocated a distancing strategy to Chineseness. Ji is
such an example as he phrases a big part of his teaching as "de-sinicization (qu
zhongguohua i ct=ll3ftl)". Ji told me he felt "embarrassed" by such bad manners as
speaking loudly in public, as is often seen in restaurants based on his own observations
of other Chinese people. He made his own cultural observations and comparisons of
some behaviors in public.

He concluded that "ridding the bad and preserving the

good", a strategy echoed in LuXun'?,s proposition in an article on "Bring-it-here-ism"
(Nalai zhuyi

LuXurCs original exhortation, written in 1934, was "Taking

the essence in, ridding the dross" (Qu qi jinghua, qu qi zaopo,
a strategic resolution to face imperialism and colonialism at the time, though there is a
dichotomy between what is presumably "Chinese" or "Han" culture and what is
foreign culture in its connotation. LuXun wrote:
"China has a so-called tradition of "Seclusion-ism", we don't go out, and
allow others no entering. Since the gate was fired on and broken by guns
and armories, bumped seriously as a consequence, things became all
"Send-it-over-ism. ...
However, none of us follow a manner of "reciprocity" and claim,
"Bring-it-here!"
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Lu Xun (1881-1936) is one of renowned Chinese intellectuals and writers in twentieth century. He has long been
considered as the leading figure of Chinese modern literature, or else the leading May fourth writers of "New
Literature". Many of his writings including the short story of "A madman's Diary" (appeared in New Youth,
which is a left-wing magazine in April 1918), is considered an insight into the Chinese "national character",
traditions, culture and society. See more discussion on Lu Xun and his legacy in Lee (1985).
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Since the May Fourth Movement, borrowing and reflecting on what is good,
better or advanced from the "foreign" has always been an inevitable question to
ponder throughout the process of Chinese modernization. Since the First Opium War
(1839-1842), the centralized power of imperial China was largely weakened by socalled Western "civilization" in almost every respect.

The "Bring-it-here-ism"

according to Lu Xun should be practiced in a reciprocal way and should give new
meanings to the idea of sinicization but under different political, social, and economic
conditions and power relations.

Sinicization can be understood as the Chinese

equivalent to America's melting pot. Those who are able to have a chance to study,
work or live abroad might be looked up to by most Chinese who remain in China as
having better life opportunities.

The kind of exposure and experience afforded to

those living in a more modern Western culture are considered superior to those
without similar opportunities.

As gaining more exposure and experience are

considered ways of learning, it is therefore believed that the best way to learn is to live
in "foreign" places just like those immigrant people who are able to access the
"essences" of both cultures, yet are often restrained by a dichotomized thinking of
East/West. The idea of absorbing the essence from both cultures is shared by Qing's
thoughts on mutual learning.
There is a subtle consciousness among Chinese people who live overseas. To
ability "assimilate" good qualities or "advanced" cultural, and/or scientific knowledge,
things that are considered lacking in China, is thought to be more commonly available
in the "West".

For people living in the "West", the "West" or the "Other" is

transformed into or replaced by "here" within the West. The "here-within-the-west"
version of Chineseness is doubly "sinicized1' into a version of Chinese culture and
cultural preservation performed, for example, by these activating teachers.

The
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strategy of "taking-the-essence-in" has been employed by many Chinese with overseas
experiences and a closer comprehension of both cultures since the early days of
Chinese modernization. It is understandable that teaching Chinese at the same time
also demands an absorption and modification of an imagined China. Chinese's rich
history is a treasured resource for appropriation. One teacher told me:
"The Tang dynasty was indeed a result of contacts and encounters with
foreign racial groups, the Yuan, and the Mongol. It might be seen as
original at that point of time. ... There is no pristine national culture
without "Other" cultures. One study shows Li Bai is a 'foreigner'. "

(Ji, Informant Interview)

"China has got really good stuff, kept well in forms: Tang's poem, to
preserve the good values and as well as aesthetic values, Tang (dynasty)
Shi (poetry), Song (dynasty) ci (lyric poetry), Yuan (dynasty) qu (plays
and songs, from peak eras (in Chinese history), so much still full of
vitality."

, St#,

tea,

(Ji, Informant Interview)

In response to the complication beyond the typical adequacy/lack, advanced/the
lame, and the East/West binaries, the tactics of teaching become poignant:
"To elude it (the complexity of culture) by teaching something in
neutral. To teach them (the children) something least debatable since
the children are yet to be able to make sound judgment. I wish more deChineseness in the specificity of teaching. Otherwise, it only (in
Chinese culture) causes more confusion. Teachable topics, for example,
are politeness, caring for other people, and being honest, those good
values."

mmm,
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(Ji, Informant Interview)

Ji's deployment of distancing and appropriation at one level seems to be a
reduction to Western middle-class etiquette. At the same time, it has an underlying
reference to the ethnic and moral qualities of Chinese culture. To put it in a cultural
insider's perspective, being Chinese also means to follow certain proper rules of
behavioral etiquette (that fall largely within cultural norms) rather than ideas, an
appropriation of the notion of Mi" (literally ritual) which looms over Chinese traditions
and culture (Cohen 1991). This kind of "li" could be just remnant behaviors that came
from one's socializing patterns in the way that social relations used to be (though
according to the ideas of Chinese intellectual elites). People's strategies are inevitably
filtered through their experience of living in, for example a non-Chinese context.
Each person leads an individual "cultural anthropological" project living in a society,
comparing and contrasting cultural phenomena, most likely fragmented cultural
elements, via their everyday social and cultural experiences. This sheds some light on
Qing's observations and ambivalent feelings towards participating in the hockey
game. Li's feeling of embarrassment towards the acceptable Chinese norm of, for
example, speaking loudly in public spaces as compared to that of the "westerners",
also reflects the frictions of living under different social norms.
Besides an attempt to justify a distancing strategy in teaching at certain points,
Li's account resonates with other teachers, for example Qing, by focusing on the
emotional dimension of the learning experience. The experience of learning, which is
collectively made up by everyday interactions, communication, as well as memories,
is believed to offer cultural identification to a great extent. The teachers served as
either role models for being Chinese, or active agents in articulating and appropriating
a personalized version of Chineseness during social interactions.
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"It will become (their) memories in the future, their experience in
school, what is talked about with parents at home, those will be passed
on, a familiarity, a sense of closeness from getting along with other
Chinese people. Like to give them a pleasant experience of traveling or
touring, which would make a great memory to enhance their senses of
identification."
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(Ji, Informant Interview)

"The children (from Chinese families) are just like those illiterate
people, they can speak only a little (Chinese); few can read and write.
To master the language is comparatively less important to these kids
who live their life in Canada. What counts is the inheritance of the
(Chinese) culture."
"S
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(Sha, Informant Interview)

Ai was introduced to me as a model teacher by Principal Ping, for Ai was "more
patient (naixin ft'llO and skillful with younger children", and "we put good teachers
in younger age classes, to get our children to develop their interests in Chinese at their
earliest age" added Ping. Ai had been appointed to teach at the kindergarten level and
at Grade 1 classes for several years, while other teachers usually advance each year
with their students. Ai has spent time engaging children by singing, dancing and
story-telling activities.

She focuses her topics on cultural elements like seasonal

changes and festivals from both the host country and the country of origin.

The

themes of her lyrics include seasonal changes, natural phenomena like snow, and
cultural festivals present in both cultures such as Halloween and Chinese National Day
(by reference to Canada Day). She composes children's lyrics by herself and teaches
them to children for them to sing along. Ai laid out her thoughts on how to make
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Chinese culture relevant to these children, and she admitted the reduction to, for
example, a few simple poems is inevitable.
In the context of heritage language teaching and learning, the notion of the core
of culture and the boundaries of culture, or the term of "roots" are often discussed.
There are casual, or utilitarian attitudes towards language among the community
members, which reflect their views on the preservation of cultural heritage and
cultural roots. The discussions induce some nostalgic feelings among the teachers and
parents. Wen claimed he had a rather casual (wusuowei

if)

attitude towards

"cultural roots". Wen challenged my question whether there is something called roots
at all. "Where are the roots?" "Nowhere is there a root", he said, answering to his own
question. He chose to adapt to the present as he sees culture disappearing all the time.
"Precisely because 'culture' will be disappearing, people are keen to preserve it, and
get a hold of it." He stated he is less attached to where we come from - China. He
thinks the attachment comes from an absence from time and space. It is an aggregate
of memories imbued with emotions while being away from "home" that have
accumulated. The strong attachment to the home or motherland is especially
questionable while living in a more and more globalized society, and a technological
society, since the sense of time and space has been transformed by technology. "We
are not nostalgic any more, since nowadays we can easily pick up the mobile phone
and call home. Even my father living in the country has two cell phones".
Nevertheless, while he might claim to have little attachment to home, he has his own
way of being nostalgic. Feeling an absence of the present and missing what we could
have missed over "there" contributes to this nostalgia. At certain times, Wen told me
in an enthusiastic tone about his achievements before coming to Canada, in terms of
both school and career. Wen is not the only case. Many Chinese immigrants are
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"Skilled Workers and Professionals", which is one of the categories in the immigrant
point system. Competing in the labour market in Canada, these immigrants have a
constant dilemma as far as career development is concerned. Returning to China is
pondered, with the question of whether or not to be involved in a more prosperous and
progressive China, while staying in Canada is another option. Wen always claimed
that staying was a decision good for the whole family. He comforted himself by
resorting to reading ancient Chinese poems, in which he saw reflections of his own
personal experience in the historical narrations. He recited lines from Tao's famous
essays and poems like "Peach Blossom Shangri-la (Tao Hua Yuan Ji

and

"Drinking Wine (Yin Jiu %M) 18 " written more than one thousand five hundred years
ago in the Jing Dynasty (AD 317-420). Tao's writing is recognized for painting an

18

I use the Chinese and English version translated by David Hindon in The Selected
Poems ofT'ao Ch'ien, 1993, Copper Canyon Press for Tao Yuanming's poem

cited.
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(Translation) Drinking Wine
I live in town without all the racket
Horses and carts stir up, and you wonder
How that could be. Wherever the mind
Dwells apart is itself a distant place.
Picking chrysanthemums at my east fence,
Far off, I see South Mountain: mountain
Air lovely at dusk, birds in flight
Returning home. All this means something
Something absolute. Whenever I start
Explaining it, I've forgotten the words.
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ideal life of rusticity appreciated by many educated Chinese. The term "Tao Hua
Yuan" is almost the Chinese equivalent of the concept of "utopia", a life of selfsufficiency and freedom in a Taoist manner. In his poetry, Tao speculated much on
"dwelling' and "idleness (xian W' to lead a life in "tzu-jan (ziran ^ M)", a Taoist
term meaning naturalness and spontaneity, and thus revealing a speculative
relationship with the self, the nature and the world (Hinton 1993). Tao is a role model
to Wen in leading a natural life of spontaneity in Canada. The practice of reading
Chinese poetry offers a spiritual comfort according to Wen:
"(By reading the poems) I pursue something spiritual, to counter the
pressure in everyday life, for example reading "Tao Hua Yuan Ji", (it's
about) spiritual but not material. By reciting Tang poems it makes me
feel that life is beautiful ...'I live in town without all the racket horses
and carts stir up, ... Picking chrysanthemums at my east fence, far off, I
see South Mountain ...'. This is what Chinese culture represents. It is
about (a capability or wisdom) to leap out of the mundane life. I am in
delight by rehearsing Tang poetry and Song lyrics, this is the part I want
to pass on (to the children). "

mm."'o

^jwha#,

m&it

(Wen, Informant Interview)
Wen appreciated an imagined ideal life recorded more than one thousand five
hundred years ago. What he wants to pass on to his children's generation is a rustic
way of living against today's hectic consumer society. He emphasizes the spiritual
side of everyday life: for example, reading Chinese poems.

To learn traditional

Chinese is believed to be an important component of mastering the Chinese culture.
Reading and writing Chinese poems among other artistic skills such as calligraphy,
symbolizes the cultural practices of the elite. It is almost impossible for children in
" The two lines recited by Wen are line 1 and line 3 from one of the "Drinking Wine" pieces. A
complete version of the poems can be refereed to Footnote 18 on Page 107 in this chapter.
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diaspora to learn as much Chinese as some of the teachers, or parents, would wish.
Teaching Chinese through poems is often practiced, as learning and reciting (chanting)
ancient Chinese poems is a tradition in studying.

The pure and simple form of

Chinese poems is said to be suitable to for learning by children. The meaning is
comprehensive and deep. Culture disappears in time, but some forms of culture, with
their symbolic power, still survive. Many poems were written by Chinese intellectuals
to the emperor during their time away from political posts to express their discontent
with the pursuit of a political career, as well as their resistance to it.

Across the

expanse of time, the poems are still relevant to the Chinese as a way to appreciate life
with simple delight. At least on one level, Chinese people feel a connection to these
poems that point to Chinese values and wisdom. Such cultural forms like poems offer
avenues for constructing cultural identities.

Besides poems, other informants also

talked about using such other cultural forms as calligraphy, Peking Opera, Si He Yuan
(literally meaning a courtyard surrounded by four buildings, a type of residence in
northern China), and Chinese characters (text) itself as some of the representations or
symbols of Chinese culture.

Whether or not these "cultural symbols" can be seen as

the "invented tradition" that implies continuity with the past (Hobsbawm 1983:1-14),
to teach children to recite Chinese poems as a functional aspect of teaching and
learning is in the hope of a transformation into an aesthetic component in living a
better life in diaspora at a later time. An appreciative way of living happily provides a
sense of comfort to face the challenges and hardships in the unpredictable future in
diaspora.
Nowhere else does an individual Chinese in diaspora find the certainty of the
"origin or authenticity" of culture. They are more apt to acknowledge the reality that
"the disappearance of culture is inevitable".

My informants felt suspicious,
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somewhere deep inside, of holding on to their "culture" through the language to a
certain degree.

However, they continued to conduct the teaching no matter that

language is a consciously or unconsciously ideological, or psychological attachment.
The act of teaching is part of their personal contribution to being Chinese, which
enlarges a space for different interpretations of being Chinese and especially for my
"intrusion" as a researcher.

The relationship between the individual and the

community is dialectically dynamic.

Practicing teaching is an avenue to actively

construct their cultural milieu in order to assert their unique cultural identities as
Chinese to the children.

At the same time, the praxis of teaching might gain

acceptance and recognition within a larger community, if more non-Chinese students
are involved. The community in diaspora relies on the agency of individual members
to collectively perform identity to a wider multicultural society.
My description and rumination on the practices of teaching, and its relevance to
cultural meaning in the notion of Chineseness illustrates the work of linguistic
philosopher J.L. Austin in his book How to Do Things With Words (1962). Austin
offers an analytical distinction between language as a communicative medium for
conveying information and messages, and as a series of actions accompanied by the
communication itself.

When the teachers explained their teaching at the Chinese

school, the word teaching was accompanied by many other actions: "7've been
preparing my own teaching and learning materials'''', "/ thought about being a teacher
at various points in my life, and here I am."

Embodied literacy and cultural

knowledge are translated into the practice of teaching, including preparing lesson
plans, discussing and sharing how to reach other community members, and negotiating
and reflecting on the meaning of being a Chinese. During teaching, teachers execute
various interpretations and representations on Chineseness.
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The notion of Chineseness is by all means an abstract concept. Chinese poems
have preserved aspects of culture in written form. The students, learning materials,
and class arrangements are all new in Chinese-Canadian contexts. This is an issue of
appropriation, which entails personal appropriation and the performance of cultural
meanings.

The meaning of being Chinese is implicitly transformed through the

practice of teaching Chinese to young Chinese Canadians. It always depends on an
individual's own interpretation and appropriation. Teaching reveals a great deal about
the subject's position, social experiences and cultural identities that are defined under
the term or category of "Chinese".

The practices of teaching create a site for

articulating a Chinese cultural identity. It fosters one culturally significant relationship
in Chinese culture: the relationship between teacher and student in a new diasporic
context. The relationship binds the school-community at present, with the ancestors in
the imagined nation. The present acts of teaching situate in the school based on the
personal immigrant experience. The practice of teaching is not only valuable for the
children but also for the experienced members of the community themselves.

These

practitioners are role models for the younger generation to certain extent.

The

teaching derives from their pasts, and is not only invested in the present, but also in the
future for a life in diaspora. How to make the past of being Chinese transferable to
performing Chineseness beyond the past and into the present? This leaves a question,
as well as opens a space for a syncretic living among all Chinese in diaspora. This
resonates with the call for "being in the beyond", as Bhabha (1994:7) describes it:
"Being in the 'beyond', then, is to inhabit an intervening space, ... But
to dwell 'in the beyond' is also, ... to be part of a revisionary time, a
return to the present to redescribe our cultural contemporaneity; to
reinscribe our human, historic commonality; to touch the future on its
hither side. In that sense, then, the intervening space 'beyond',
becomes a space of intervention in the here and now. "

111

Talking about "being in the beyond", Bhabha refers to the work of chicano
performance artists and the hybrid aesthetic known as "Rasquachismo", which means
"the utilization of available resources for syncretism, juxtaposition, and integration. ...
a sensibility attuned to mixtures and confluence. ...a delight in texture and sensuous
surfaces ... self-conscious manipulation of materials or iconography ... the
combination of found material and satiric wit." I propose the practice of teaching can
be further investigated through the concept of hybridity. The theoretical direction of
hybridity requires further ethnographic research to analyze the performance of
teaching in and out of the classrooms/schools among the language teachers.

My approach of a comparative interpretation
The immediate challenge for my teaching was to frame the context for learning
content and make a connection with the students' with respect to their current lives.
Everything had to be done in a limited time of two-and-a-half hours per week. "They
don't think they are Chinese", another teacher warned. Many times I felt disoriented
or even powerless to explain the "Chinese Culture" well enough to these children.
Explaining one point in the text required an abundance of other culturally meaningful
contexts. I felt that I was also an intruder in the classroom at some points in time, with
a conscious awareness of my research identity. I am not sure whether this should have
triggered more uncertainty, or more certainty in teaching children Chinese.
Almost all children tended to speak English/French whenever they spoke to their
peers, despite "policing" from the teachers and parents. This inevitably points to the
power of the dominant linguistic habitus (Hanks 2005) that the children are socialized
into in Canada. With regard to linguistic pedagogy, I kept reminding myself to neither
over- nor under-estimate the literacy or language levels of my students. Nevertheless I
knew I would inevitably make a generalization about these young children, as if they
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shared the same level of cultural knowledge. I am able to recall the "ambition" as well
as the anxiety I experienced while trying to explain one learning point as it
mushroomed into many culturally relevant contexts.

Without proper teachers training

in Canada, my benchmark for students' learning experiences, particularly at the
beginning, was largely based on my assumption that Chinese had been learned as the
first language; the fact that it was not so for the students made my teaching at the
school problematic.

I grappled with the anxiety, which I believe is similar to the

experience of those who teach English as a second language.

I felt relieved after

hearing similar stories from other teachers. Nevertheless, the perspective I found is
not fully commensurate with what my students faced in their learning, in particular the
level of motivation of learning, and the power dynamic between English and Chinese,
in particular in the context of all immigrants' lives. On reflection, my teaching shed
new light on the last two lines of Tao Yuanming's poem of "Drinking Wine":
"Something absolutely true. But whenever 1 started itk+WJCifS.
Explaining it, the words escaped me.

"

Throughout the practice of teaching, I might not be exactly like what was
described in "whenever I started explaining it, I've forgotten the words". I did feel
speechless in explaining and interpreting in Chinese. The notion of Chineseness in my
teaching has never become 'absolute" not only to me, but also to other practitioners. I
had to make decisions regarding which version of "Chineseness" I would use,
depending on the communicative contexts I needed to espouse or teach.

The

communicative contexts in the Saturday language school also loom to a large context
in my everyday life outside of the school. The challenges I faced echo those faced by
parents in their everyday teaching. As Wen told me:
"I have to explain so much more as I speak of Beijing, or the Forbidden
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City. They (the children) know nothing."

0

9?

(Sha, Informant Interview)

"The problem is, for example, if I talked about the bitter past, like meat
was rare in a daily meal. He (my son) would not understand at all, since
he grows up here in Canada and has no reference to the kind of life we
had."

£mm0

-

(Wen, Informant Interview)

1 consciously made the relevance or connection to the current context in teaching
to make my point. When teaching a text on a recognized painter in modern China, for
instance, I downloaded pictures of the artwork and brought them to the classroom to
give my students a sensual feel of the artist living in his own historical context. I
introduced him with the perspective that he was also a Chinese in diaspora. Much outof-classroom work was demanded in teaching, for example doing a comparison and
contrast as far as some cultural elements were concerned. I also found I was lacking
in Canadian cultural knowledge and history.

I had to constantly make strategic

decisions on the choices of the teaching and learning materials. At the same time, I
feared that my explanations in isolation would be misleading to my students. I was
hesitant to use the term "Chinese culture" since, because of my training in Cultural
Anthropology, I know how complex the notion of "culture" is, beyond simply a
reference to that which is the same or different from Canadian culture. My teaching
had to be student-specific too. For my Grade 7 class, I spent time in the first class in
order to phase in my own style of teaching, in order to inspire my students' own
practice of everyday comparison and contrast. For my students in the Special Class, I
prepared handouts to give my adult students some punch or "a memorable take-away",
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while preparing a lyric for young students to sing along. I'm not the only one who
experienced the challenge of teaching Chinese in its native contexts
"(The difficulty is that) Chinese has to be understood in its complicated
contexts. What I can do is to translate the Chinese into English, in a
way that he (the son) can understand."
mmmm
(Wen, Informant Interview)

Summary
The inter-subjective experience I gained from my fieldwork leads me to an
understanding that the notion of Chineseness is collectively shared out of various
personalized versions of Chineseness. Practicing Chinese elites' social and cultural
etiquette including appreciating Chinese ancient art forms including the Chinese
language, nostalgia of a past, and a synergy between the East and West or filtering
through the West are some of the representations of individualized notions of
Chineseness.

When the notion of Chineseness is expressed and articulated as a

divergence of personal trajectories, social relationships and positions in a social
network, and an imagining of one's own appropriation of history and culture,
strategies of constructing an individualized version of Chineseness can be discerned
and mapped along two axes (see Illustration 5). In the diagram, I attempt to sort out
the different strategies of teachers for constructing a Chinese cultural identity through
teaching

language

and

culture

by

placing

them

along

four

dimensions:

unified/fragmented, and emotional or affective/rational or distancing. The affective
approach is characterized by its focus on affective subtleties among Chinese family
and social relationships. This is of great relevance to the diasporic community who
possess comparatively limited social networks beyond their immediate families. Other
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teachers voiced a distancing or de-sinicizing approach, based on both Chinese
intelligentsia's May Fourth Movement tradition and on individuals' cross-cultural
experiences.

The fragmented refers to a sketch offering a sound exposure to the

cultural knowledge to the students in particular, with many constraints on teaching
conditions. The strategy of unification is employed among a few who aptly show their
ability in articulating and performing through Chinese language. The approach is
highly appealing yet challenging; however, it can be achieved through personal
narrations to a certain extent regardless of how contested the meaning of Chineseness
is.
Illustration 5: Strategies of teaching
Unified

Emotional/
Affective <

Multi iceted
Rational/
* Distancing

Fragmented
In this chapter, I have also argued that the practice of teaching Chinese is a site
of teachers' agency.

As their embodied language knowledge and skills become

objectified and transformed as cultural knowledge on Chineseness, the individual
immigrant takes on a role of making different links among various discourses of
Chineseness. I have attempted to offer a nuanced analysis of personalized discourse
on Chinese cultural identities among those who take active roles in teaching Chinese
language and culture by examining the differences in their approaches.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
"[T]he struggle to perceive certain borders of my own perspective is
not an end in itself but a precondition for efforts of attentiveness,
translation, and alliance."
-- James Clifford, Routes (1997,12)

This thesis project contributes insights into the construction and representation
of Chinese cultural identity embedded in the various activities of individuals involved
in teaching Chinese as a heritage language. The goal of my thesis research has been to
explore and examine the construction of cultural identities among new Chinese
immigrants who mainly come from the People's Republic of China. As language is "a
critical resource of those who wish to understand the nature of culture and how
cultural knowledge and beliefs are transmitted both from generation to generation and
in everyday interaction" (Schieffelin & Ochs 1986, 114), and language and self are so
closely bounded, the heritage or community language school as a public space of
learning outside the family environment becomes a critical site of inquiry. Immigrants
hold the belief that to master one's mother language is fundamental if one would
presume to retain one's cultural identity. Although just how strenuous the efforts one
should make to keep his or her cultural identity is still debatable, among immigrant
families and communities, teaching some Chinese language to children is considered a
"naturalized" practice to pass down certain aspects of Chinese cultural knowledge to
the children's generation. The teacher, as the linguistic representative of Chinese in
migration, is propelled to a certain extent by their taken-for-granted linguistic and
cultural capabilities and identities to take the role of teaching in the community.
Therefore, the language teachers' beliefs, attitudes towards the "Chineseness", and
everyday practices at a local Chinese language school meshed with their larger
immigration experiences thus speak directly to the construction and negotiation of
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cultural identities.

In other words, I locate Chinese cultural identities at the

intersection between culturally saturated practices - most prominently, teaching- and
the meanings of "Chineseness" out of which individual immigrants make sense of
their lives. In this thesis, I use the term "Chineseness" in my writing as a conceptual
entity, a subject that resonates with the different approaches to Chinese cultural
belongings.

I have explored the notion of "Chineseness" and analyzed various

contextual communicative situations.
Ethnographic research as a tool of cultural understanding is practiced through
layers of translation and interpretation (Agar, 2011).

The construction of being

Chinese in the context of teaching Chinese is also about translation and interpretation
between at least two languages and cultures. I argue that the subjects, including both
the teachers and the researcher, attempt to establish various tangible and intangible
connections to their country of origin in order to make sense of their cultural identities,
not only via the language school in physical space, but also through the abstract
linguistic representations of roots (gen), emotional complexes (qingjie), and
taste/flavors (weidao) as representations of Chinese culture, and of Chinese itself as a
language. Their attempts to construct individualized versions of Chineseness, if not
the culturally ideal Chinese, which may not necessarily receive affirmation among
other social and cultural categories assigned to the Chinese.
Ethnographic observation and participation combined with in-depth interviews
can offer the researcher great room to make sense of people's everyday behaviour.
The collection and interpretation of ethnographic data is based on intersubjective
experiences from the fieldwork.

It draws on my knowledge and experiences both as a

cultural insider and as an outsider - a phenomenon that could be referred to as "the
professional stranger" (Agar, 1980). I argue that the understanding of how individual
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immigrants make sense of their cultural identity and imagination or re-imagination of
"Chineseness" relies on the actual and active participation by taking the role of
teaching in the community and language school.

"Being there" freshens the

understanding of the everyday situation of living in and through language between
Canada and China as a new immigrant. The microanalyses at the site reveals that the
Chinese Language School creates a context of convergence imbued with various
articulations of being Chinese and of Chinese culture with a capital "C". Locality in
the social life of Chinese in diaspora is cultivated by the individual's experience of the
past, the present and beyond the present, as the teachers' agentive practices embody
versions of Chineseness in the plural.

Moreover, an individual version of

Chineseness is reinforced by their practices of both articulating and performing as a
Chinese. The interpretation (analysis) of data is based on more experience with a
spirit of reflexivity after comparatively extensive time spent participating and
interacting in the field.

I have found that content and context are inseparable in

constructing meaningful cultural identity. The praxis of heritage language teaching
and learning creates a context as situations for constructing cultural identities. One
conclusion that can be drawn from my ethnographic research is that "Hai Pi" is more
than just a place for linguistic or literacy development. Neither is it limited to serving
as a school community. It is a node of the diasporic Chinese social network in and
beyond the host country. The language school has created a node in this diasporic
social network beyond family, from which the individual immigrant employs either to
reinforce or negotiate their transient identities in formation.

The Chinese language school as a node in diasporic social network
The microanalyses at the site reveal that the Chinese Language School, Hai Pi,
which is institutionally categorized as an "International Languages Program" by

119

Ontario school board policies, is more than a place for linguistic or literacy
development.

It becomes a node of the diasporic Chinese social network in and

beyond the community in the host country. Locality in the social life of Chinese
immigrants is cultivated by the individual's experiences of the past, the present and
beyond the present.
The language school is a specific space of diasporic community. Teaching and
learning Chinese in many ways engages adult immigrants, especially the first
generation of immigrants, more than it does the children. The language school reveals
itself as a liminal zone, as well as a hybrid space. It is both a language school and a
continuing education program, both a language school and a community in diaspora,
both a performance of imagined community and a node of the trans-local social
network. New social groups and networks in the host country are formed. New layers
of personalized Chineseness are constructed and negotiated through the encounters in
the new social networks. Practices in the Chinese language school are a significant
node connecting everyday immigrants' lives outside home and work.

Individual

Chinese dwelling in the host country conduct regular "travel" into the exemplary
places and spaces like the Chinese language school, moving between the familiar and
unfamiliar within their new city of residence, between assimilation and differentiation,
between the past and the present, and between the real world and re-imagination.
The language school plays multiple functional roles, creating streams of microcontexts of being a Chinese in convergence.

The learning and teaching in the

language school setting go beyond the family learning environment, but are not merely
limited to the community. The language school in the community acts as a terminal in
immigration and dwelling among different generations of Chinese in diaspora or
migration.

Members from the Chinese community have created a context of
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convergence imbued with various interpretations of being Chinese and of Chinese
culture.

Teaching as a form to construct a Chinese cultural identity in Canada
An agentive role of Chinese teaching is recognized, as I look into the conditions
of the practices of teaching. Community members, who act as the language teachers,
practice teaching at the language school while, together with other community
members including parents and children, creating an appropriated space to construct
and negotiate their cultural identities.

I argue that the practice of teaching Chinese

can be seen as a form to construct and negotiate cultural identity for new immigrants.
The teachers' agentive practices embody versions of Chineseness in the plural. I have
identified a few patterns in teaching strategies, which teachers connect to broader
cultural meanings. Each individual's version of Chineseness is reinforced by both his
or her personal practices and reflections on being Chinese.
My description of individual members' interpretations of Chineseness represents
the complexity of diasporic communities.

The practice of teaching embodies the

individual's sense of Chineseness. Their beliefs of Chinese teaching and learning, as
well as strategies in teaching represent personal choices largely reflecting one's
conception, construction, and negotiation of Chinese cultural identity.

These

strategies illustrate the "becoming" of Chinese cultural identities in Hall's sense
(1996). The key characteristic in the process of "becoming" is, by and large, to make
meaningful connections with Chinese history, language and cultural forms based on
personal experiences. The approach taken is identified as first, to keep distant from,
second, to transform, and third, to be affective to one's cultural identity. The practice
of language teaching also requires one's own self-reflectivity and active participation
in one's cultural identity. Through the practices of teaching, the teachers negotiate
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and reflect on their own versions of Chineseness.

These personal versions of

Chineseness do not generally conform to a unified language and national ideology of
Chinese from their country of origin, but are inevitably influenced by the position of
Chinese as a minority, yet widely utilized, language in the host country (emphasis
added in italic). As the teachers face many challenges in teaching in a comparatively
de-contextualized environment of the language school in diaspora, it also offers room
for constructing, articulating, and living out their Chinese identities. On the one hand,
the ways of what and how the teachers teach the children are projections of their own
positions in terms of cultural identification, both as Chinese and as a Canadian visible
minority. Taking the role of teacher causes a shift in the position or perspective of
being Chinese. On the other hand, new meanings of Chineseness out of the content of
teaching are created and established among the subjects (teachers), no matter how
these teachers attempt to fix the meanings of cultural identities in executing their
strategies, which are still logo-centric to a larger extent in the context of teaching. In
addition, it also comes to my attention that these teaching strategies carry certain
similarities to tactics used by cultural anthropologists such as combining distancing
and engaging affectively and empathetically in the field, comparing and reflecting,
though the teachers' strategies might be fairly personal idiosyncrasies. Nevertheless,
the teaching reveals the agentive nature, or sensitivity of meaning making lying and
dozing in every living human.

Questions for further research
There are many "what if' scenarios related to the discussion of the limitations of
research; for example, there could be further inquiry into the cultural history of
Chinese in diaspora if time and scope permitted. This research has gone through an
evolutionary process. Looking back to my initial research design, there were many
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changes I had to adapt to the "reality," from searching for and narrowing the focus on
several key informants, to modifying my research questions due to the conditions or
events in the field.

In other words, the whole research journey underwent many

"interventions" of both expected and unexpected occurrences in the field.

For

example, I originally identified four primary categories of informants in the field,
which included "Colleague-to-Colleague" (between other teachers and co-workers and
me); "Superior and Subordinate" (between the principal and me); "Parents" who
would be both my research informants, and collaborators in terms of language
teaching; and "Teacher-Student". After entering the field, 1 quickly became aware of
the time limitations imposed by a master's thesis, which might demand that I focus on
one specific informant category.

I made several consciously "strategic decisions"

including participating and practicing the teacher's role, so that I was able to gauge a
subjective perspective. The decision helped me to narrow the scope of my master's
thesis, which necessitated the exclusion of the learners' perspective on the part of the
children in terms of how to be a Chinese. Learner's perceptions and attitudes will
therefore need closer examination in a separate study. It would be valuable to conduct
more analyses on communicative competence of the children during the teaching and
learning.

Further research will be conducted with the other interlocutors of the

communicative situation - the students or the children. Questions to be considered are
as follows: In which forms do the students/children perceive, and claim their cultural
identity? What linguistic practices, for example code switching, are undertaken that
manifest their identities at school? How do they negotiate their cultural identities
against different patterns or strategies of teaching?

In addition, exploration with

regard to appropriation and performance of Chineseness among generations of
Chinese in diaspora would add great value to our understanding of the notion of
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Chineseness. Notably I see a critical need to place language teaching within a larger
culturally pedagogical background, in order to have a better anthropological
understanding and comparison between cultures and study cultural groups.
Another cluster of research questions I plan to venture into in future research
will delve into the role of information technology in forming the Chinese community
in migration. The set of research questions might include inquiry into to what extent
an ethnic community or "imagined community" is constituted in an era of increasing
migration and the Internet? How are agentive members of the community related to
each other by using technology-enabled communication? What are the generational
gaps among Chinese in diaspora? Thanks to an increasing dependence on and use of
an information-technology-enabled world, what happens in one country becomes
easily relayed to another country through the Internet in no time. China has drawn
much attention from the world recently, probably because of its strong economic
growth over the past years.

While more and more Chinese are able to access

information and/or have real-world encounters with people from other cultures,
cultural misunderstandings and conflicts are inevitable, which requires an insightful
interpretation of cultural understanding. For Chinese living outside China, the 2008
Beijing Olympics, the Tibet Uprising in 2008, the Sichuan Earthquake in 2009, and
the 2010 Shanghai Expo are events that is easily scalable through social media that
draw much attention. Many made headlines in various media. These media-intensive
events become "information artifacts" for people from various backgrounds to see
China and Chinese people. What happened "out there" is easily transformed into a
sense of what is happening "here" in an everyday context. Evolving from a television
era to the age of the Internet, we have a more connected world regardless of the gaps
in geographic space that shape people's sense of reality. It makes for an increasingly
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intertwined relationship between what is actually happening and what is imagined or
perceived to be happening. In "Imagined Communities", Anderson (1983) argued that
the problem is largely due to non-face-to-face interaction among its members.
Anderson's analysis focused on the changing role of language in script and print
technology.

Gaps between what is imagined or perceived in this particular "on

screen" medium against what really happens in everyday life in the era of information
technology motivated me to delve further into the question of how immigrant
community members perceive themselves in relation to a nation and nation-indi stance.
Nevertheless, either with or without all the limits, my ethnographic writing is
somewhat of an "impressionist's tale" from various styles of narration (Goffman,
1959; Van Maanen 1988). At best, my ethnography can be only partial. What I have
attempted to relate in this thesis is the product of intersubjective experiences shared
with my informants in order to capture the ethnographic present.
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